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INTRODUCTION 
The name of Thomas Gray has so long been associated 
with his poetry that his equally valuable prose contributions 
to English literature have been t hreatened with oblivion. His 
letter•s, to be sure, ha ve always charmed, but even here the 
style rather than the content has been the center of attrac-
tion. So far as I know, but one volume has been entirely de-
voted to Gray's criticisms, namely, Prof. Northup's "Essays 
and Criticisms by Thomas Gray". While his work is fairly 
complete, re garding essentials, Prof. Northup chose a ch rono-
logical method of presenta tion, thus sacrificing any a t tempt 
at coordination. 
The present work, on the contrary, makes no pretense 
to a complete exposition of Gray's criticisms. Rather I have 
endeavored to so juxtapose the more significant passages that 
some notion might be gained of t h e general tenor and value of 
Gray as a critic. Before this could be done, however, an 
understanding of t he Augustan creed, together with Gray's 
qualifications as a critic seemed necessary. 
In the be l ief that any attempt at paraphrasing 
Gray's prose would prove an injustice to the clarity and pre-
cision of his own admirable style, I have, for the most part, 
employed the method of direct quotation. Where such direct 
evidence is lacking, Norton Nicholls' "Reminiscences of Gray" 
- - - ---- ------------·--------------------
have been invaluable. 
Citations from other authors, as well as personal 
comment, have, on the whole, been restricted to explanation 
and evaluation. 
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CHAPTER I - THE NEO-CLASSICAL AGE: 
_ ..... 
A-· General tenor of the age.. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 1 
a-Predominantly neo-Classical ••••••••••••••••••• 1 
b-Faint undercurrent of Romanticism ••••••••••••• 1 
B-· The Augustan Creed: • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 2 
a- Its source in French neo-Classicism •••••••••• 2 
1- Boileau's "Art Poetique" .. - -an epitomy 
of the creed. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 2 
b- Four catch-words of the Augustan ••••••••••••• 2 
creed: reason, good sense, nature, 
the way of the ancients 
1- "Reason" and "good sense" indistinguish-
able - their significance: 
a- Opposition to enthusiasm ••••••••••• 3 
b- Co_nformi ty to convention........... 3 
c- Correctness in form •••••••••••••••• 3 
1-Self-consciousness •••••••• ~ •••• 3 
d- Intellectual frigidity ••••••••••••• 4 
2- Nature as conceived by the Augustans: ••• 4 
a- Not our conception of term 
b- Rather "human nature" 
c- Source of nature in ancients 
3- The Way of the Ancients: ••••••••••••••• 5 
a- Imitation of classics •••••••••••••• 5 
b- Abhorrence of non-Classical 
literature ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 5 
c- Power of neo-Classical environment. 6 
1- Exemplified in Pope ••••••••••• 6 
C- Reactionary tendencies to the Augustan , c~eed •••••• 7 
1- Exemplified in Lady Anne Winchelsea, 
Thomson, Addison, Parnell, etc ••••••••••••••• 7 
D-· Situation at Gray's arrival.,..................... 7 
CHAPTER II - QUALIFICATIONS AS A CRITIC: 
A- Gray's attitude towards criticism ••••••••••••••••• 8 
1- Its peculiarity considering his talents...... 8 
B- Gray 
1-
and Pope's "ideal critic"•••••••••••••••••••• 9 
Pope's definition of the "ideal critic" •••••• 9 
a- Analyzed into five of its main 
attributes: disinterestedness, learning, 
taste, humility, sympathy ••••••••••••••• 9 
b- Gray's disinterestedness: ••••••••••••••• 11 
1-Exemplified in his treatment of 
Mason, Johnson and Voltaire ••••••••• 11 
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c- Gray's learning: ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 15 I 
1- Extent of his interests............. 15 /, 
2- Depth of his knowledge •••••••••••••• 15 
d- Gray's taste:. ; ~··••••••••••••••••••••••• 18 
1- Definition of taste ••••••••••••••••• 18 
2- Sources of taste in right models 
of perfection ••••••••••••••••••••••• 19 
3- Gray's familiarity with these 
sources ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 19 
4- Taste amplified in Gray ••••••••••••• 20 
a- In his fastidiousness •••••••••• 20 
1- The verses omitted in 
the "Elegy" ••••••••••••••• 21 
e- Gray's humility: ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 21 
1- A doubtful characteristic at 
first sight ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 21 
2- Real Gray truly humble •••••••••••••• 22 
a- Examples ot his humility 
from his own works ••••••••••••• 2~ 
b- Testimony of his friends ••••••• 24 
f- Gray's sympathy: ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 26 
1- Emotional:.......................... 26 
a- Example - letter to Mason on 
death of his wife •••••••••••••• 26 
2- Intellectual •••••••••••••••••••••••• ' 27 
a- Its meaning •••••••••••••••••••• 27 
b- Exemplified from Gray's letters 28 
3- Mason's place in Gray's sympathy •••• 29 
C·· Other qualifications than those set down by Pope ••• 30 
a- Gray's humor. • . . • • . . • . . . . . . • • . . . . . . • . . . . • • • • • • 30 
1- Genial and satiric ••••••••••••••••••••••• 30 
2- Satiric humor amplified •••••••••••••••••• ~1 
b- His poetical genius: ••••••••••••••• ~ •••••••••• 31 
1- Value of this attribute to criticism ••••• 32 
2- Exemplified in Mason's elegy to his wife. 32 
c-His excellent prose style: •••••••••••••••••••• 33 
D- Summary and Conclusion of Chapter •••••••••••••••••• 35 
CHAPTER III • THE ANCIENTS 
A- Division of Gray's critical works: ••••••••••••••••• 37 
1- As to subject matter: ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 37· 
a- The Ancients ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 37 
b~ Middle English poets and Chaucer ••••••••• 37 
c- Eighteenth Century ••••••••••••••••••••••• 37 
d- Nature. • • • • . . . . . . . • .. . . . . . . • • . • • • . . . . . . . • • 37 
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2- As to manner: • • . • . . • . . • • • . . • • • . • • • . . • • . • . . . . • • 37 
a-Notes ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 37 
b-Formal essays ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 37 
c-Latters ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 37 
d-Poetry .............................. ~ .••. -~. 3"1 
B- Gray's "Libri Classici" •••••••••••••••••••••••• ~ ••• 38 
C- Notes on the Ancients •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 39 
a- Their extent and purpose •••••••••••••••••••••• 39 
b- Coleridge's comment on the Plato notes •••••••• 39 
c- Gray's criticism of the "Phaedo" •••••••••••••• 40 
d-On !socrates "on the Peace" •••••••••••••• ~ •••• 41 
e-On Pindar ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 41 
f- On the "Republic" of Plato •••••••••••••••••••• 42 
g- Jones' estimate of Gray's Platonic notes and 
their influence on Gray ••••••••••••••••••••••• 42 
h- On Aristotle •••••••••••••..•••.•.••.••••••.••• 43 
i-On the Greek dramatists ••••••••••••••••••• ~ ••• 44 
a- Sophocles' "Ajax"••.•••••••••••••••••••••• 44 
b- Value of the Chorus •••••••••••••••••••••• 44 
j- West on Tacitus ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 47 
k- Gray on Tacitus ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 47 
1- On the ancient historians as a whole •••••••••• 49 
m- On Dante, Petrarch, Boccacio •••••••••••••••••• 50 
n-On Tasso and Ariosto •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 51 
CHAPTER IV - THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH POETRY 
A- Need of historical appreciation of poetry •••••••••• 52 
1- Exemplified in Dryden's view of Chaucer's 
versification ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 52 
B- Plan of the "History"•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 54 
C- Failure to complete it - communication of plan to 
Thomas Warton. • • • • • • • • . . . • • • • • • • • • • . . • • . . . • • . • • • . • • 55 
D- Warton's Reasons for rejecting the plan •••••••••••• 56 
1- Evaluation of these reasons ••••••••••••••••••• 57 
E- Essays of the incompleted "History"•••••••••••••••• 58 
1- On meter ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••.••••••• 58 
2- On the origin of rhyme •••••••••••••••••••••••• 58 
3- John Lydga. te ..•........... ....................• 58 
4- Samuel Daniel •••••.•••.••••..•..••.••••••••.•• 58 
F- Observations on English Metre •••••••••••••••••••••• 
1- Chaucer's versification ••••••••••••••••••••••• 
a- Urry's attempt to solve the problem •••••• 
b- Gra;•s principl~ of procedure •••••••••••• 
c- Gray's discoveries ••••••••••••••••••••••• 
1 E 1 ti f 
" " t " " - vo u on o ge o y •••••••••••• 2- Pronunciation of "e" •••••••••••••••• 
3- His deductions from his discoveries. 
2- On the fixed cesura ••• ·• ••••••••••••••••••••••• 
1- On the Alexandrine ••••••••••••••••••••••• 
2- On octosyllabic verse •••••••• · •••••••••••• 
a- Milton cited to explode the 
doctrine of fixed cesura •••••••••••• 
:3- Gray's error on 11 R1ding Rhyme"•••••••••••••••• 
4- Evaluation of Grays table of verse forms ••••• 
G- Observations on the Origin of Rhyme -
58 
58 
58 
59 
59 
59 
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60 
60 
60 
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61 
61 
62 
Pseudo-Rh~thms..................................... 62 
1- Grays caution in naming dates •••••••••••••••• 63 
2- Table of first appearance of rhyme in 
several countries ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 63 
:3- Soundness of Gray's deductions •••••••••••••••• 63 
4- Origin of rhyme in English tongue ••••••••••••• 64 
a- Citation of first English poem in 
rhyme, then extant ••••••••••••••••••••••• 64 
b- Conjecture of source of English rhyme 
from the Britons ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 65 
c- On the prevalence of rhyme after the 
conquest ••..........................•••.• 66 
5- Evaluation of Gray's conclusions •••••••••••••• 66 
H- Remarks on the Poems of John Lydgate ••••••••••••••• 67 
1- Value of this essay ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 67 
2- Principle of procedure •••••••••••••••••••••••• 67 
3- On the length of Lydgate's poems •••••••••••••• 67 
a- Influence of circumstance •••••••••••••••• 67 
b- Ease in rhyming •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6'7 
4- Reflection on defects of modern English for 
rhyming.... • . • . . . • • • . • . . . • . . . . . • . . . . . . • • • • • • • • 68 
5- Comparison of Chaucer and Lydgate ••••••••••••• 68 
6- Further evaluation of the essay ••••••••••••••• 69 
I- Samuel Daniel•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 70 
1- Gray's criticism of his poetry •••••••••••••••• 70 
2- Influence of court life on Daniel's work •••••• '70 
3- Two great weaknesses of Daniel •••••••••••••••• 71 
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CHAPTER V - NATURE, LITERATURE, AND THE FRENCH 
A- Value of Gray's letters as criticism ••••••••••••••• '72 
B- Difference between Gray's prose and poetry ••••••••• '72 
1- Romantic tenor of the prose ••••••••••••••••••• '73 
C- Gray's Romantic Appreciation of Nature ••••••••••••• '74 
1- Quotations from the letters ••••••••••••••••••• '74 
2- The "Journal to the Lakes" •••••••••••••••••••• '74 
a- Its influence •••••••••••••••••••••••••••• '75 
D- Romantic tendencies of Gray's literary principles •• '75 
1- On the language of poetry ••••••••••••••••••••• '76 
a- Difference between French and English 
poetic diction ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• '76 
b- Validity of creation and innovation in 
English poetic diction ••••••••••••••••••• '76 
c- Wordsworth and Gray on the poetic diction '77 
2- On the qualities of lyric poetry •••••••••••••• 7'7 
a- Value of this criticism •••••••••••••••••• 77 
3- On the superiority of the lyric to other 
forms of poetry ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• '78 
4- On the value of "sense" in poetry ••••••••••••• '79 
5- On the nature of elegy •••••••••••••••••••••••• 79 
E- Criticism of French authors •••••••••••••••••••••••• 80 
1- Froissart ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 80 
2- Rae ine • • . . . . . • . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • • . . . . . . . . • . • • • 81 
3- Marivaux and Crebillon ••••••• , •••••••••••••••• 82 
4- Rousseau ........................................ 82 
5- Voltaire •••.•................................• 84 
F- Frederick the Great.------------------------------- 85 
CHAPTER VI - SPENSER, SHAKESPEARE, MILTON, DRYDEN 
A- On Spenser •••••...•..•.....••..................••.. 86 
1- Use of his verses in the tables on meter •••••• 86 
2- Nicholls on Gray's regard for Spenser ••••••••• 8'7 
3- Influence of Spenser on Gray's poetry ••••••••• 8'7 
B- On Shakespeare. • • • . • • • . • • • . • .. . . • • • . . . . • . • . . . . • • • . . • 8'7 
1- On his historical characters •••••••••••••••••• 87 
2- Shakespeare's langua§e•••••••••••••••••••••••• 88 
3- His introduction of pure poetry" into the 
drama • • • • . • . . . . . . . • . • • • . . • . • • • . • • . • • . . • • . • • • • 89 
4- His supernatural characters ••••••••••••••••••• 
5- On critics of Shakespeare ••••••••••••••••••••• 
6- Shakespeare in the "Progress of Poesy"·••••••• 
C- On Mil ton • •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••.••••• 
1- Imitation as silent criticism ••••••••••••••••• 
2- Milton's harmony •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
3- Adverse criticism on Milton ••••••••••••••••••• 
4- Verses on him in the "Bard" and "The 
Progress of Poesy"•••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
D- On Dryden • •••••••.•••••••••.•••••••••••••••.••••••• 
1- Personal dislike •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
2- Excellence of his numbers ••••••••••••••••••••• 
3- Debt to Dryden •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
4- Dryden creator and innovator of diction ••••••• 
5- Nicholls on Gray's rega r d for Drlden •••••••••• 
6- Dryden in the "Progress of Poesy ••••••••••••• 
CHAPTER VII - THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
A- Estimate of eighteenth century literature 
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prior to 1747 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 97 
B- The Poets 
1- Dodsley's "Collection of Poems by Several 
Hands" ••. ~ ••••••.•••••.•••••••••••••.•••••..••• 
a- On Addison, Tickell, Greene, Shenstone, 
Johnson, Dyer, Lyttleton, Lady .Mary 
Montague, Whitehead and others ••••••••••• 
2- S hens tone • •.........................•......••• 
3- Whitehead • ••..•...•.••••.••.•.•..•..........•• 
4- Swift • ....................•.... . ....•........• 
5- Parnell ••.•..•.....................•.......••. 
6- Young • •.............•...•...•..•........••.•.• 
7- Thomson •••. ................•......••.....••..• 
8- Pope • ....•..••.....••••...•••...............•• 
a- High regard for his character •••••••••••• 
b-As a creator of language ••••••••••••••••• 
c- "New Dtlncie..d" •.•••.•• .....••.••••.••..••• 
d- Translation of the "Iliad"••••••••••••••• 
9- Joseph Warton and Collins ••••••••••••••••••••• 
10- Beatt1e••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
11 .. ~lason .••.•••.•••.•.....•..••.. . · ...•..•...•••.• • 
C- The Philosophers ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
1.. Hume ••••••.••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
2- Bolingbroke •...•..... ..........•.•.•....•••.•• 
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3- Shaftesbury •••••.••••••••••••• , .•••..••••••••• '111 
D- The Dramatists •••••••••••.•...••...............•••• 
1- Cibber •.•.••.•...•...•......• ••.•..••••...•.•• 
2- Home •••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
E-
F-
The Novelists •••••••••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
1- Fielding •••••••••••••••••••••• .. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
2- Smollett ••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
3- Richardson •••••••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
4- Sterne ••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • , . . . . . . . . . • • • • • • • 
5- Walpole ••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • • • 
Ossianic Fragments 
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2- Gray's position •••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
a- On authenticity •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
b-On their literary value •••••••••••••••••• 
CONCLUSION 
A- Question of sterility •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
1- Opposing views thereon •••••••••••••••••••••••• 
B- Evaluation of Gray as a critic •••••••• ~ •••••••••••• 
1-- Manner • ••••••••••••••.•••••••••••••••••••••••• 
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CHAPTER I 
THE NEO-CLASSICAL AGE 
In order to understand the works of any author, it 
is of prime importance, first of all, to form an adequate 
idea of the age in which he lived. Environment, even in the 
case of the most renegade of writers, has always played a 
leading role. In no literary period has this been more per-
ceptible than in England in the first half of the eighteenth 
century. It was an age of neo-Classicismi a literary crystal-
lization in thought and manner of those forces which since 
the Restoration had been gaining, with irresistible momentum, 
its inevitable victory. It was an age, too, which had within 
itself the seeds of its own destruction, seeds which for four 
long decades fell vainly on the cold stones of Reason's Cit-
adel, seeds one day, and no distant day at that, destined to 
blossom forth once more on the warmer and more fertile soil 
of Romanticism. 
English neo-Classicism, of course, was not of na-
tive origin. It was an adaptation of seventeenth century 
French neo-Classicism, which in turn had its foundation in a 
misconception of the ancients, or more particularly the 
Augustans, for, in truth, an adequate knowledge of Greek was 
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woefully absent. In France Boileau, in his historic "Art 
Poetique", 1 lucidly epitomizes the doctrines of this school. 
Here we read of the four watch-words of the Augustans: 
reason, nature, good sense, the way of the ancients,2 and 
herein is contained "the whole essence and defence of elass-
icism".3 To understand neo-Classicism, therefore, it is nee-
essary to understand the meaning of these four words as under-
stood by Boileau and his disciples. Unfortunately the lines 
of distinction between them are so fine that a clear notion of 
their relative significance is not easy to grasp. Indeed, 
" ••••• they came to be used as more or less interchangeable 
by Boileau himself, by his friends ••••• and everywhere in 
criticism". With this in mind we shall attempt a clarifica-
tion. 
The terms ~~son and good sense are so closely re-
lated that any attempt to distinguish between them would 'be 
futile. 4 Both are used with several meanings. First of all 
lsaintsbury's scathing criticism of this work is 
well known - "History of Criticism" vol. II p. 281 fll. 
2 What follows is largely adopted from Elton's "The 
Augustan Ages" - Edinburgh and London - William Blackwood and 
Sons - 1899 - p. 144 fll. 
3 ibid - P• 144 
4 Elton'~ distinction (ibid - p. 144} confuses 
rather than clarifies. 
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but by the sound of his own voice". 1 Lastly, r~~ and good 
sense meant the complete subordination of emotional subjectiv-
ity to intellectual frigidity. Thus Matthew Arnold comments 
on the poetry of the period: "It was intellectual, argumenta-
tive, ingenious; not seeing things in their truth and beauty, 
not interpretive". 2 
The Augustans' meaning of nature is likely to be 
most misleading. Before endeavoring to discover what they 
meant by t~e term, it might prove profitable to see what they 
absolutely did not mean. Nature to them did not mean gushing 
streams, rugged mountains, pounding seas, nor anything else 
that is now commonly conceived on the mention of the word. We 
might almost say that to them nature signified precisely what 
we are wont to oppose to these phenomena. Rather to the neo-
Classicists nature meant "human nature" - "mankind as he is 
always and everywhere in society, in the world of cities, 
politics, coteries, and gallantries",3 or as Prof. Phelps puts 
it, u ••••• an exact reproduction of everyday life and manners, 
as opposed to anyth ing wild and extravagant, or that existed 
only in the writer's 1magination".4 The basis for exactly 
lphelps - op. cit. - p. 13 
2 Arnold - "Essays and Criticisms" - Second Series 
London- Macmillan and Co. 1888 
3 Elton - op. cit. 
4 Phelps ~ op. cit. p. 11 
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determining what constitutes nature, said the Augustans, is to 
be found in the best works of the ancients. This leads us to 
the last of the great catch-words. 
Vlhen Boileau wrote that one should follow "the way 
of the ancients", he meant just that; imitate them; paraphrase 
them; translate them; copy them; do everything but eat them, 
and, I dare say, he would have advocated even that had he 
thought it advantageous to his cause. He thought the ancients, 
more especially the Latins, just about perfect, and whatever 
did not conform to these models and their rules, well, the 
less said the better. In the classics, he and English August-
ans s aw the perfect expression of reason, good sense and 
nature. ~The Augustans", writes Prof. Phelps, "were conscious 
classicists; they thought it no shame to say they were imita-
tors; their standard of excellence they clearly understood, 
jJ and fidelity to the model was valued more than any spontaneity 
1j which diverged from it".1 
II Corollary to this view of the ancients, is their 
11 antipathy towards their more 1mmed1a te predeoessors. In Eng-
1! land, after the death of Dryden, whose complex position in 
criticism need not be considered, the Augustan treatment of 
Shakespeare, Milton and the lesser lights today seems outra-
geous.2 Shakespeare and Milton, when they had the good for-
1 Phelps - op. cit - p. 13 
2 For examples confer Phelps - op. cit. - p. 15 fll. 
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tune to please the critic, gave pleasure chiefly because they 
exemplified the precepts of the great Greek and Roman critics. 
But Shakespeare and Milton, it was thought, freque ntly violated 
the fundamental laws of art, and failed to mete out poetical 
Justice". 1 As for Chaucer, nobod y took him seriously: "The 
people at large were grossly ignorant of him".2 Spenser was 
equalJy ignored. The rest "were buried in the dust heaps of 
the past". Anyone who dared to venture a favorable opinion 
on medieval literature met the awful reproach, "Gothic", that 
1
l
1
, is, "barbarous, lawless and tawdry".3 
That, in brief, was the neo-Classical creed, ex-
pressed so well in France by Boileau, and in England, less 
rigidly, by Bysshe, Shaftesbury, Pope and innumerable others. 
It held the stage almost unopposed till well into the fifth 
~~ decade of the century. 
I It not only held the stage but impressed actors to 
play upon it. Prof. Phelps points out, for example, that had 
Pope been born in a different age his literary production 
I might easily have been of a different nature: 
I] 
"I think that 
I 
i 
I 
I 
Pope, notwithstanding his manifest limitations, had more imag-
ination and enthusiasm than he generally bas credit for; but 
he was forced to bow to the public opinion which he himself had 
1 Northup - op. cit. p. XXIX 
2 Phelps - op. cit. - p. 15 
3 Beers - quoted from footnote of Phelps op cit p. 15 
6 
done so much to form". 1 
With Lady Anne Winchelsea, Thomson, Addison, Parnell, 
Croxall etc. the case was similar. They liberated themselves, 
in various degrees, from the neo-classical rigidity only to 
be stiffled and subdued by its superior forces. Ramsey re-
volted still more; defiantly he blasted away at the Citadel; 
but he, too, could not entirely emancipate himself. In short, 
the reactionaries, if they may be so called, were so few, so 
weak, so scattered, that, for the present, defeat was inevit-
able. Defeat but never annihilationt 
Thus was the situation when Thomas Gray came upon 
the stage. Prof. Northup after briefly summarizing both sides 
of the situation, thus admirably concludes: 
"At the time when Thomas Gray began to read 
poetry and criticism, the points of dispute 
between the two schools had been clearly 
formulated. The poet should follow Nature, 
indeed; but how should Nature be defined? 
Should imitation be confined to the ancients? 
What was the value of poetic justice? Was 
the fairy way of writing justifiable? Should 
tragedy and comedy be separated? Was the use 
of blank verse immoral?" 
We shall presently see how the most learned man of 
the eighteenth century answered these questions. 
1 Phelps - op. cit. - p. 8 
7 
I 
'I 
I 
CHAPTER II 
QUALIFICATIONS AS A CRITIC 
''My ad vices are always e. t your service to take or to 
refuse, therefore you should not call them severe. You know 
I do not love, much less pique myself, on criticism, and think 
even a bad verse as good a thing or better than the best obser-
vation that was ever made upon it". 1 It is a peculiar situa-
tion when of all the men of the eighteenth century he who had 
every right to pique h~mself on his critical acumen should 
thus disparage e. very necessary, if not the noblest literary 
genre. For, to be sure, Thomas Gray, more than Addison, Pope, 
Swift, Cooper, Goldsmith, Johnson or any other number of wits 
of the "Age of Reason", possessed those qualities most desir-
able and necessary in the ideal critic. This statement, how-
ever, requires some clarification. First let it be understood 
that, as yet, I am not asserting nor even attempting to prove 
Gray's place among the great critics of his time. The present 
chapter simply proposes to show that Gray, by nature and by 
acquisition, was the happy possessor of those propensities 
and acquisitions which should have made him the greatest 
critic of his age. Only after subsequent investigation shall 
we be able to ascertain precisely to what extent the "Bard" 
employed himself and his talents towards the realization of 
his possibilities. 
1 Letter to William Mason, from Cambridge, ~~nu~rY- 1?58 ===#====~~====== 
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Perhaps the r.::.ost concise and complete exposition of 
the ingredients of the ideal critic is that of Pope 11 
"But where's the man who counsel can bestow, 
Still pleased to teach, and yet not proud to know? 
Unbiassed or by favor or by spite; 
Not dully prepossed nor blindly right; 
Tho learned, well-bred, and tho well-bred sincere; 
Modestly bold, and humanly severe; 
Who to his friends his faults can freely show 
And gladly praise the merit of a foe; 
Blessed with a taste exact, yet unconfined; 
A knowledge both of books and human kind; 
Gen'rous converse, a soul exempt from pride 
And love to praise, with reason on his side?" 
Pope goes on to answer his own queries. Aristotle, 
Horace, Petronius, Dionysius, Quintilian, Longinus, Erasmus, 
Vida, Boileau, Roscommon and Walsh - these are Pope's ideal 
critics of the ages, most of whom at the writing of the 
"Essay on Criticism" were "long since moulded by centuries of 
decay", and the last of whom lay frigid in the tomb for three 
years past. At t h is time, 1'711, Dryden had been a decade 
dead, Addison was writing for his periodical, Johnson was but 
two years old, and Gray was but a possibility. One wonders, 
then, which, if any of these, Pope would have admitted into 
his choice circle of critics had he written, let us say, three 
quarters of a century later. Theoretically, at least, Gray 
would have had the best claim to such an honor. 
Analysis will show that Pope's ideal critic must 
possess five attributes: disinterestedness, learning, taste, 
1 An Essay on Criticism, Part III, '72-83 
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humility and sympathy. Under one of these main headings each 
of the several other characteristics may with justice be cata-
logued, modestly bold, and humanly severe, for example, might 
be considered as subdivisions of humility and sympathy, while 
well-bred is akin to the main heading Taste; and such as 
not duly prepossess'd, praise the merit of a foe, and~ 
unconfined are plainly related to the general characteristic 
of disinterestedness. If, therefore, we can show that Gray 
possessed these five great attributes, then we may truly say 
that theoretically at least, he was an ideal critic. 
By far the most necessary ingredient is that of 
disinterestedness. Of it Matthew Arnold writes: 
. I 
ttrt is of the last importance that English 
criticism should clearly discern what rule 
for its course, the rule may be summed up 
in one word, - "disinterestedness". And 
how is criticism to show disinterestedness? 
By keeping aloof from what is called the 
practical view of things, by resolutely 
following the law of its own nature, which 
is to be a free play of the mind on subjects 
that it touches. By steadily refusing to 
lend itself to any of those ulterior polit-
ical, practical considerations about ideas, 
which plenty of people will be sure to 
attach to them ••••• Its business is, as I 
have said, simply to know the best that is 
known and thought . in the world, and by in 
its turn making this known, to crfate a 
current of tone and fresh ideas". 
l"Function of Criticism at Present Time" - contain-
ed in "Essays in Critic ism" edited by Susan Sheridan, pub-
lished by Allyn and Bacon 1896 • 
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--~i That Gray was - tlnls -di~in~ere~ted,- that h~~ad no axe to grind-
11 nothing to gain nor lose by his critical opinions, who will II 
I deny? "We never find him wedded to a theory; 1 he is never 
I 
I 
I 
I 
II 
II 
I' 
i 
I 
i 
/I 
I 
,I 
II 
I 
I 
I 
blinded by the brilliance of a particular meteor or comet; he 
scans the heavens steadily; and the differing magnitudes of 
stars are evident to h1m". 2 He was "not afraid to blame" a 
friend, as his letters to Mason clearly show: "Dear Mason -
Why make no more of writing an Ode, and throwing it into the 
fire, than of buckling and unbuckling your shoe". 3 In a let-
ter to Mason dated January 18, 1?59 Gray comments on the form-
er's Caractacus: 
"P.24- "Boldly dare" is tautology. 
P.2'7- "Brigantum": there was no such place. 
P.28- "The eacred hares". You might as well 
say "the sacred hogs". 
Yet in the same letter Gray writes, "I shall only tell you 
further that I am charmed with the idea you giv~ me of your 
1 "His opinions are formed neither on theory nor on 
the views of others; they are all first hand, and he is sing-
ularly free from the superstitions of his age - "A Survey of 
English Literature - Elton P. '76 · 
2 Essays and Criticisms by Thomas Gray ~ Northup 
(ed.) - P. XXXV 
3 To William Mason, from Cambridge, January 13, 1758 
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fourth Ode; it is excellently introduced, and the specimen 
you send me even sublime ••••• " Surely that's disinterested-
ness - from the absurd to the sublime, and all in one lettert · 
But it is always easier to blame a friend than to 
praise a foe. Being human, Gray was not without his foes, 
among whom Johnson and Voltaire loom most conspicuously. 
Nicholls writes of Gray, "He disliked Dr. Johnson and declined 
his acquaintance; he disapproved his style and thought it tur-
gid and rigid; but he respected his understanding and still 
more his goodness of heart. I have heard him say that Johnson 
would go out in London with his pockets full of silver, and 
1
1 give it all away in the streets before he returned home" •1 
I 
Gray, punctilious, neat, precise, almost effeminate; Johnson 
unceremonious, slovenly, ill-dressed, convulsive - what a con-
trast\ "Look, look Benstetten, the great bear\ There goes 
Ursa Major". 2 The great bear? Johnson, of course. The 
speaker? Who else but Gray could have spontaneously uttered 
those words? Yet writing to Walpole, Gray goes so far as to 
contradict that friend in order to bestow what he deems just 
1 Reminiscences of Gray by Norton Nicholls-contained 
in Letters of Thomas Gray - Tovey - vol. II, P. 278 
2 Tovey - ibid P. XX 
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praise on the corpulent one: "and (I am sorry to differ from 
you but) "London" is to me one of those few imitations that 
have all the ease and all the spirit of an original. The 
same man's verses on the opening of Garrick's theatre are far 
from bad" •1 
More than any of his contemporaries Gray despised 
Voltaire - "No one knows the mischief that man will do", he 
says to Nicholls. 'When in June 1771, that young friend of 
Gray was about to embark for the continent the following con-
versation took place: 
Gray: 
Nicholls: 
Gray: 
Nicholls: 
Gray: 
I have one thing to beg of you which you 
must not refuse. 
You have only to command; what is it? 
Do not see Voltaire. 
Certainly I will hot; but what would a 
visit from me signify? 
Every tribute to such a man signifies. 
One wonders just what events Gray foresaw as a re-
sult of Voltaire's works. Was be prophesying the bloodshed 
of 1793-94? To be sure, the blunt sincerity of his words seem 
to imply more than they manifest. At any rate, Nicholls con-
tinues, 
"This aversion to the moral character of Voltaire 
did not prevent ~~. Gray from paying the full 
tribute of admiration due to his genius. He 
was delighted with his pleasantry; approved 
his historical compositions, particularly his 
lTovey vol. I P. 183. The lines spoken of Garrick 
are still quoted todaft and include the following couplet rela-
tive to Shakespeare: 'Existence saw him spurn her bounded reig 
And panting time toiled after him in vai ' 
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"Essai sur l'Histoire Universell"; and placed 
his tragedies next in rank to those of Shakes-
peare. He said that the fame of Voltaire would 
have been higher if he had published nothing 
but his tragedies in which, I remember, when 
I mentioned this to Gibbon, he agreed".l 
Thus on December 30, 1764, Gray writes to Walpole, "Voltaire I 
detest". A short time before he had written to Stonebewer, 
"I am much obliged to you also for Voltaire's performance; it 
is very unequal, as he is apt to be in all his dramas, and 
looks like the work of a man that will admire his retreat and 
Leomon-Lake no longer than he finds an opportunity to leave it 
However, though there are many parts which I do not like, yet 
it is in several places excellent, and everywhere · above medi-
ocrity".2 Here then is that disinterestedness alone capable 
of distinguishing an author from his work, a disinterested-
ness capable, and willing, to record a "real estimate" of a 
tragedy in spite of a strong inclination to a "personal 
estimate" of the tragedian. The fact is that Gray had no 
motive to be otherwise than disinterested. He belonged to no 
school, wrote, for the most part, without any intention of 
publication, expected no remuneration from what little he did 
condescend to send to press, and, as we have seen, "piqued" 
1 Op. cit. - P• 277-78 
2 Letter to Richard Stonehewer, August 21, 1755 
Northup - op. cit. P. 179 
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not himself on criticism, so that by exactly recording his own 
impressions on the works of others he felt himself secure from 
loss, either of income or reputation. 
There exists no greater agreement among men of let-
ters than on the breadth and soundness of Gray's scholarship. 
William Johnson r.remple, contemporary of our author wrl tes: 
"Mr. Gray was perhaps the most learned man in 
Europe. He knew every branch of literature 
both natural and civil; had read all the orig-
inal historians of England, France, and Italy; 
and was a great antiquarian. Criticism, meta-
physics, morals, politics, made a principal 
part of his study. Voyages and travels of all 
sorts were his favorite amusements; he had a 
fine taste in p~inting, prints, architecture 
and gardening". 
Entomology, botony, zoology, medicine, geography, topography, 
history, painting, archeology, music, heraldry, literature, 
bo·th ancient and modern, language, philosophy - in short every 
branch of knowledge then known with the exception of mathema-
tics, and he regretted in later life that he had never master-
ed that. "With the possible exception of Milton", writes 
William Lyon Phelps, "Gray we,s the greatest scholar among the 
English poets. Perhaps it would be better to say that Milton's 
scholars hip was the greatest, and Gray's the best. His know-
ledge was not of the general i nformation kind; it was indeed 
remarkably broad, but at the same time extremely accurate ••••• 
1 Quoted from Matthew Arnold's "Thomas Gray" in 
"Essays in Criticism" - P. 75 
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When Greek was, comparatively speaking, neglected, he worked 
at it with eagerness, even to the most minute details; the 
and accuracy of his knowledge ••••• Hl Plato, Aristotle, 
Strabo, Thucydides, Xenephon, Diodonus, Siculus, Pindar etc. 
were as familiar to him as Chaucer, Shakespeare, Pope, Gray, 
Johnson, Wordsworth, Keats, Shelly, Tennyson etc. are to us. 
In the field of Italian literature Dante, Petrarch, Ariosto 
and Tasso were his favorites. The anecdote is recorded2 
how on an evening in 1760 at a gathering at Peterhouse, 
Cambridge at which Gray was pres·ent, a discussion arose con-
cerning t he use of bold metaphors. Gray quoted Milton's 
"The sun to me is dark, and silent as the moon". A young man, 
not yet twenty, naturally reticent and up to this time daring 
to venture in no wise i n to the conversation, sufficiently 
mustered his courage to inquire whether Milton may not have 
possibly been imitating Dante's "Mi rigpingeva la dove il sol 
tace". In one of those quick movements so rare to the later 
part of his life, Gray turned to Nicolls (for it was he who 
had uttered the words} and said, "Sir, do you read Dante". 
Thus was commenced a friendship destined to last to the death. 
1 Phelps - op. cit. - P. XV 
2 Both by Gosse in his "Gray" - P. 154 and by 
Nicolls himself in his "Reminiscences of Gray" - Tovey, 
vol II, P. 285 . 
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In the realm of our own literature he was no less 
learned and no less enthusiastic: 
"In the study of early English poetry he wen t to 
the works of Chaucer, Lydgate, and others, and 
then studied enough Anglo-Saxon to understand 
tb~ seeming inconsistencies of Middle English 
verse. He wen t back of English poetry to its 
progenitors, the Provencal, the Welsh, and the 
Norse, and learned enough of t h e original 
language to understand t he various meters ••••• 
In English history and in the scientific re-
search of his later l i fe, he used few books, 
preferring to make his own way, like a true 
scholar, through the new world of uncharted 
source material.l 
Recent scholarship, especially that of Jones of Har-
vard and Martin of Montpellier, goes only further to reaffirm 
the breadth and depth of Gray's erudition. Jones, indeed, 
gives the following excel l ent summary of his findings:2 
"His love of Vergil and other great classical 
poets led him to the study of Greek civiliza-
tion and history. His love of travel and the 
romance of distant lands ended naturally in a 
t horough knowledge of oriental history. His 
interest in poetry, especially in the work of 
Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton, 
found rich pasture in the study of early Eng-
lish poetry and of its roots reaching back 
into ths French, Italian, Welsh and Scanda-
navian prosodies. His love of Gothic archi-
tecture was a part of the background of his 
research in English history. His lifelong 
interests in the beauties of nature led him 
to a passionate and scientific study of 
natural history." 
As most of his contemporaries, with the notable ex-
1 Jones, William Powell, "Thomas Gray, Scholar", 
Cambridge, Harvard University Press 1937, P. 143 
2 Jones op. cit. P. 143 
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J! 
necessary for criticism of any real worth ••••• he was careful 
and observant reader."1 
A man may possess encyclopedic erudition, be as im-
partial and dis in teres' ted as human nature will allow, and at 
the same time be a very poor literary critic. Without Taste 
all is vain, all is void. And what is taste but that inorgan-
ic faculty by which the soul discerns the sublime as sublime, 
the beautiful as beautiful, the fair as fair, and the ugly as 
ugly? It is that faculty or natural power, sharpened and dis-
ciplined by experience, which in the realm of fine arts en-
ables its possessor to distinguish the various gradations of 
excellence as regards symmetry, order, proportion and whatever 
other qualities may go to constitute the beautiful. "Iftt, 
says Matthew Arnold, "our words are to have any meaning, if 
our judgments are to have any solidity, we must not heap that 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. XXXVII 
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supreme praise upon poetry of an order i mmeasurably inferior"le: 
It is this faculty called Taste that permits us to thus detect 
"the presence or absence of high poetic quality, and also the 
degree of this quality ••••• "2 The question now arises whether 
Thomas Gray possessed this so necessary faculty of Taste. 
"one who as pires to the character of a man of breed-
ing and politeness (that is one who possesses Taste) is care-
ful to form his judgments of arts and sciences upon right mod-
els of perfection".3 Gray knew these'~ight models of per-
fection" bette·r than any man of his day for he had read so 
widely that scarcely anything of great worth escaped his per-
usal. "His remarkable taste led him, with a few notable ex-
ceptions, to the greatest writers, a nd he read their works 
with all the zest of an explorer of new lands. His love of 
beauty took him into many strange places, from the glory of 
Vergil, and the precision of Pope to the glamour of Ariosto 
4 
and t he worldliness of Restoration Comedy". "He had excellen 
taste: he went, as he advised Nicolls to do, directly to the 
1 Arnold - op. cit. - P. 16 
2 ibid - P. 17 
3 "Characteristics" - Anthony Ashley Cooper, Earl 
of Shaftesbury - contained in English Prose and Poetry 1660-
1800 - ed. by Shepard and Wood - P. 218 - parenthesis my own. 
4Jones - op. cit. P. 3 
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best writers, to Vergil and Plato, to Shakespeare, Dante, and 
Milton". 1 Not only did he go to these geniuses but he made 
their works a part of himself, so that whenever occasion might 
arise he had examples from the masters to aid him in his judg-
ments on the works of others. Thus writing to Mason in the 
spring of 1765 he says: "I hope in God the dedicatorial sonne 
has not staid for me. I object nothing to the second line, 
but like it better for Milton". The line alluded to as 
written by Mason reads: 
"Smit with the love of song my youth essayed 11 • 3 
and as written by Milton: 
"Smit' with the love of sacred song" 
(Par. Lost iii, 29.) 
One wonders who beside Gray would have discovered Mason's 
plagiarism, and, who, incidentally, would have so playfully 
recorded his detection thereof. 
The refinement and delicacy of Gray's tastes are no 
1: more evident than in the various instances of his fastidious-
ness. Who, for example, besides Gray, would have been so 
I 
aesthetically scrupulous as to discard the following verses 
i 
l1 
1 Jones - op. cit - P. 143 
2 Northup - op. cit - P. 275 
3 Tovey - op. cit - vol. III, P. 12 
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from the "Elegy": 
"There scatter'd oft the earliest of the year, 
By hands unseen and showers of violets found; 
· The redbreast loves to build and warble there 
And little footprints lightly print the ground". 
Yet, despite the exquisite beauty of this quatrain, one feels 
its omission is not only justifiable but preferable as well. 
To be sure its presence would have added a gem to the "Elegy", 
Q gem which lovers of poetry wince to see relegated to a foot-
note, a precious jewel which we may be sure was not so dis-
carded without its author's gravest consideration. But Gray's 
"Taste" triumphed; he omitted the verses for the sake of unity; 
for, regret it as we may, the interpolation of this passage 
into the "Elegy" would have been none other than a huge paren-
thesis, thus breaking the organic wholeness of a work in which 
wholeness was an absolute necessity. This same fastidiousness 
will appear again and again in the following chapters. It 
almost seems that Gray the critic as well as Gray the poet 
ever kept before him his own words to Beattie: 11 These, indeed, 
are minutiae; but they weigh for something, as half a grain 
makes a difference in the value of a diamond".l 
The humility of Gray might well be questioned. A 
man too proud to accept money for his writings, too proud to 
solicit but once for a political sinecure, too proud to ack-
nowledge his kinship with nobility; a man whose expense ae-
1 Letter to James Beattie, Dec. 24, 1767 - Northup -
op. cit. P. 284 
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count contains numerous recordings as to wigs, perfumes, muffs; l 
a man who pens the following lines relative to the state of 
learning at Cambridge: 
"Surely it was of this place, now Cambridge but 
formerly known by the name of Babylon, that the 
prophet spoke when he said, 'the wild beasts of 
the dese~ts shall dwell there, and the house shall 
be full of doleful creatures, and owls shall build 
there, and satyrs shall dance there; there forts 
and towers shall be a den forever, a joy of wild 
asses; there shall the. great owl make her nest, 
and lay and hatch and gather under her shadow; it 
shall be a court of dragons; the screech owl also 
shall rest there, and find for herself a place of 
rest\• You see here is a pretty collection of 
desolate animals, which is verified in this 
town to a tittle." 1 
Can such a man, who obviously feels his own superiority over 
the common herd, be rightly and truly called humble? 
To be sure, a surface survey of Thomas Gray's life 
would go far to establish him as one of the proudest prigs 
who ever set pen to paper. But there is a Gray who does not 
appear upon the surface, a Gray known and loved by his inti-
mates for his profound modesty, a Gray who, to the observant 
reader, appears again and again throughout his works, and no 
more so than in his letters. This was the Gray of an intel-
lectual humility which made him capable of realizing his own j 
I 
I 
shortcomings both as a poet and a critic. To Mason he writes, li 
!I 
\I 
1 Letter to West - Decemver, 1736 ·I 
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" " l We are all idle a nd t houghtless t hings , and to Beattie who 
has asked permission to print his works in Scotland, "I leave 
my reputation in that part of the kingdom to your care, and 
only desire that you wil l not let your partiality to me and 
mine mislead you". 
This same humility manifests itself once more in 
Gray's explanation of his own sterility, an explanation, it 
seems, too often ignored by commentators on our author. To I 
Horace Walpole he writes: " ••••• bu.t to supply the place of ,j 
bulk, lest my works should be mistaken for the work of a flea 
or a pismire I promised to send him an equal weight of poetry 
or prose: so since my return, hither, I put up two ounces of 
stuff ••••• This is literally all; and with all this, I shall be 
2 but a s hrimp of an author". It seems that on February 18, 
1768 Walpole had written to Gray urging him to write more. To 
1 which the latter re plied: 
"To what you say to me so civilly, that I ought 
to write more I reply in your own words ••••• 
"What has one to do w:ben turned of fifty, but 
really to thi nk of finishing?' However, I will 
be candid (for you seem to be so with me), 
and avow to you, that till four-score-and-ten, 
whenever the humor takes me, I will write because 
1 Letter to Mason -Arnold op. cit. P. 80 
I 
I 
I 
! 
I, 
2 Gray published no prose in his lifetime - "No lj 
portion of his prose works saw the li§ht until after his lj 
I 
dea th" - Gosse - Works of Thomas GI"ay - New York - Harper and 1! 1 
Bros., n.d. - vol. I, P. XIV 
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I like it and because I like myself better when 
I do so. If I do not write much, it is because 
I cannot. As you have not this last plea, I see 
no reason why you should not continue as long as 
it is agreeable to yourself and to all such as 
have any curiositi or judgment in the subject you 
choose to treat". 
These last few sentences reveal more of Gray's personality 
I 
I 
I 
I 
il 
I 
I 
I 
I 
i 
than at first sight might be supposed. They clearly show that !I 
Gray knew himself to be no genius, that no man knew better 
!I 
than himself the difficulty he experienced in writing. More- iJ 
over, the last sentence manifests that our author, in comparing!! 
himself with Walpole, admires the latter for that fertility 
which he felt so evidently lacking to himself. 
However, perhaps the best evidence concerning Gray's 
humility is found not in his own writings but in the testimony 
of those who knew and loved him. "If all the world had des-
pised and hated me, I should have thought myself perfectly rec-
ompensed in his friendship"~ Such depth of feeling and such 
sincerity could hardly be directed tmvard a prig. But more 
directly Bonstettan writes of Gray: " ••••• he never would talk 
I 
I 
of himself, never would allow me to speak to him of his 
If I quoted lines of his to him he kept silence like an 
poetry. 
obstin_l 
I 
I 
ate child". It will be observed that Bonstettan became ac-
quainted with Gray when the latter had "turned of fifty" and 
1 Letter to Walpole - February 25, 1768. 
2 Letter of Nicholls to his mother, 1771 I 
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!I 
had more than thought of finishing. Gray's literary output had l I 
ended; his life was to ebb away eighteen months later. In 
short, at the time of this acquaintance, Gray had every right 
to look back through the years, to survey with satisfaction the 
excellent, though scanty labours of his pen. Tribute to the 
author of t he "Elegy" had, for a full decade, been propagated 
by high and low. Even from the heart of the wooded, frigid, 
untamed Canadian wilderness had come an immortality of venera-
tion with the dying tribute of General Wolfe, September 13, 
1'759: 
"Swiftly, but silently, did the boats fall down 
with the tide, unobserved by the enemy's sentinels 
at their posts along the shore. Of the soldiers 
on board, how eagerly must every heart have 
throbbed at the corning conflictt How intently 
must every eye have contemplated the dark outline, 
as it lay penciled upon the midnight sky, and as 
every moment it grew closer and clearer, of the 
hostile heights\ Not a word was spoken - not a 
sound heard beyond the rippling of the stream. 
Wolfe alone - thus tradition has told us - re-
peated in a low voice to t:he other officers in his 
boat, those beautiful stanzas with which a 
I 
I 
I 
I 
II 
11 
country churchyard inspired t h e Muse of Gray. One 
noble line 
'The paths of glory lead but to the grave' 
- i 
must have seemed at such a moment fraught with 
mournful meaning. At t he close of the recitation, 
Wolfe added, 'Now, gentlemen, I would rather be 
the author of that poem than take Quebec'"· 1 
And yet, not even in the quiet comfort of his own room would 
Gray condescend to converse about his triumphs. To what is 
1 Howard, J. D. "Thomas Gray", in North American 
Review, April, 1863 - P. 341 - Quoted from Lord Mabon 
il I. 
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such taciturnity to be attributed but to the humility or a 
superior spirit? 
Closely allied with a "modest estimate of one's own 
worth"1 is the quality of being sympathetically affected by 
the worth and feeling of another.. This characteristic of sym-
I 
pathy, in its two-fold aspect, intellectual and emotional, 
' Gray possessed to no common degree. Who, for example, is of 
i . 
such an adamantine heart as not to respond to the profound 
fellow-feeling and religious sincerity of Gray's words written 
to his mother on the death of his aunt: 
"The unhappy news I have just received from you 
equally surprises and affects me. I have lost 
a person I loved very much and have been used to 
from my infancy; but am much more concerned for 
your loss the oircu~stances of which I forbear 
to dwell upon, as you must be too sensible of 
them yourself; and will, I fear, more and more 
need a consolation that no one can give, except 
He who has preserved her to you so many years, 
and at last, when it was His pleasure, has taken 
her fro.m us to Himself; and perhaps, if we re-
flect upon what she felt in this life, we may 
look upon this as an instance of his goodness 
both to her, and to those that loved her." 2 
Of equal depth, of equal sincerity and of more than equal del-
icacy is the letter Gray writes to Mason on the very eve of hi 
wife's death: 
"I break in upon you at a moment when we least of 
all are permitted to disturb our friends, only to 
1 Definition of "humility" - Webster 
2 Nov. ?, 1?49 - "The Poems of Thomas Gray with a 
Selection of Letters and Essays" - Everyman Edition P. 163 
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say that you are daily and hourly present to my 
thoughts. If the worst be not yet past, you will 
neglect and pardon me, but if the last struggle 
be over - if the poor object of your long anxieties 
be no longer sensible to your kindness, or to her 
own sufferings, - allow me (at leas t in idea, for 
what could I do were I present, more than this?) 
to sit by you in silence, and pity, from my heart, 
not her, who is at rest, but you who lose her. 
May He who made us, the Master of our pleasures 
and our pains, preserve and support youl Adieu. 
I have long understood how little you had to 
hope." 1 
As to intellectual sympathy, it must first be understood that 
this term ' in no sense implies mental servitude to the opinions 
of another. One may, in no uncertain terms disagree, even 
contradict, and at the same time display in the highest degree 
this characteristic of intellectual sympathy. Furthermore, the 
nearer one approaches contradiction, its presence is the more 
remarkable. Nor is it synonymous with indifference. Whereas 
the characteristic of i ndifference implies a sort of judicial 
"tabula rasa" at the approach of the work to be criticized, in-
tellectual sympathy presupposes that, after due examination, 
~ some critical estimate has already been formed. On this pre-
1 Letter to Mason - March 28, 1767 - Tovey - op. cit. 
P. 283 - For further evidence of emotional s3~pathy confer 
Letter to Wharton, April 9, 1758 - ibid P. 207, Letter to 
Nicholls, 1765, ibid P. 274-275. This letter contains the 2 
simple almost trite, but most effective words: " ••••• to in-
form you that I have discovered a thing very little known, 
which is, that in one's whole life one can never have any more 
than a single mother ••••• every day I live it sinks deeper into 
my heart." This was written full thirteen years after the 
death of 1Irs. Gray. 
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sumption, the mind t hen re-examines the opposite judgment from 
that which itself has formulated in an honest endeavor to ap-
preciate the weight and worth of another's point of view. 
That Gray possessed this attribute of intellectual 
sympathy a perusal of his letters will soon convince. An ideal 
example is contained in a letter to Dr. Wharton. Precisely to 
obtain someone else's view of the "Bard" Gray had forwarded it 
to his friend, who in due time proposed certain alterations. 
In reply to these proposals Gray writes: 
"Though I allow abundance for your kindness and 
partiality to me, I am much pleased with the 
opinion you seem to have of the "Bard". You 
may alter that, " 1Robed'in sable" etc. almost in 
your own words, thus, 
With fury pale, and pale with woe 
Secure of Fate, the Poet stood. 
Though "haggard", which, conveys to you the idea 
if a witch is indeed only a metaphor taken from 
an unclaimed hawk, which is called a "haggard", 
and looks wild and "farouche 11 , and jealous of its 
liberty". 1 
Here we see Gray 's intellectua+ s ympathy acting to such an ex-
tent that he is even willing .to alter his own work in compli-
ance with what appears to h i m,at the moment, 2 a better opinion. 
Yet he stands firm for "haggard", thus manifesting his critical 
independence, based, it will be noted') on a plausible reason 
unknown to Wharton. l' I 
I 
I 
1 Letter to Dr. Wharton Aug. 21, 1755 op. cit.P 187 1 I 
2 As a matter of fact the change was never made. 
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It might be argued that our author's treatment of 
Mason and his works is often far from sympathetic. Anyone ac-
quainted with Mason's ability and personality, however, will 
hardly blame Gray, if at times he hammered a little harshly at 
the ambitious, greedy, slips hod, pretentious "Scroddles". To 
have treated Nason otherwise would have been not only hypo-
critical, but truly cruel. Mason was such that, unless kept in 
his proper place by strong and unambiguous criticism, he would 
no doubt have developed such an overbearing attitude as to 
make his acquaintance unendurable. As it happened, even with 
almost contemptible a t titude of Gray (and it would appear that 
Mason destroyed t hose letters which would have shown him even I' 
I in a less amiable light), even t hen, Mason presumed to write to I 
\ the author of the "Elegy": 
II 
!I 
II 
ttpray why Mr •. Gray, must I write, and you not? Upon 
my word, Sir, I really do not mean it as flattery 
or anything of that sort; no, sir, I detest the 
. insinuation: but blast my laurels, Sir, if I do 
not think you write · better than I do. I swear by 
Apollo, my dear Sir, that I would give all my 
Elfrida (Odes included) to be the author of that 
pretty Elegy ••••• I say that my very Ode is not, 
nor ever will be half so tense and complete as the 
fragmen t of your Wels h Ode." 1 . 
As one looks back on such a condescending bargain, for Mason 
would even t hrow in his "Odes", one wonders if t he author of 
"Caractacus 11 would have admitted that work to be less excel-
1 Tovey- op. cit. vol. II - P. XV 
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lent than "Hamlet" or "Samson Agonistes". In short, if Gray /I 
seems hard on poor 11Scroddles", poor Scroddles deserved it all ,,1 
and more. The marvel is that Gray tolerated Mason to the ex-
tent he did. 
On the whole, therefore,. as regards sympathetic 
qualities we may agree with Prof • .Northup: "He saw another 
I 
man's point of view and gave due weight to the inherited tend-
encies and prejudicies which determined it ••••• It was this 
s ympat'hy which led him to devote much of his attention to the 
productions of Mason. It was this same quality which in spite 
of his reserved manner, brought him the devoted friendship, 
of his little circle of intimates - Wharton, Chute, Stone-
hewer, Brown and others 11 • 1 
Disinterestedness, learning, taste, humility , sym-
pathy - Gray possessed t hem all, and thus potentially quali-
fies to be numbered among Pope's immortal critics. But Gray 
had characteristics, native and acquired, over and above those 
set down by the sage of Twickenha.m, and foremost of these, a 
sense of humor, genial for t he most part but satiric on occa-
sion: "A person t hus gifted is likely to see life in its true 
proportions. Gray 's own humor is usually, though not always, 
of t he genial, kindly sort which leaves no sting". 2 To be 
1 Northup - op. cit. P . XIII 
2 Northup - ibid. - P. XXXIII 
I 
II 
I 
sure Horace Walpole, the gout-plagued-one of Strawberry Hill, 
went so far as to say, "Gray never wrote anything easily but 
., 
things of humor; it was his natural and original turn". "His 
humor", writes John Drinkwater, "was always one of his most 
lovable qualities;."1 Since this genial humor is manifest in 
almost every letter, I shall not illustrate it here. The less 
frequent satiric humor cannot better be exemplified than by 
the following incident. In 1'759, a Dr. Robert Plumptre, 
President of Queen's College and friend of Mason, had the 
following motto inscribed in large letters under his own 
i 
I 
! 
I 
I 
"Non magna loquimur, sed vivimus", i.e., says Gray, \, 
"We don't say much, but we hold good livingst" Even more bit- II 
portrait: 
ing is the incident recorded by Mitford. It seems that Gray 
had taken a particular dislike to an offensive fellow, a young 
curate of Newmarket, who standing by the open fireplace at 
Pembroke Hall on a winter's evening thus addressed himself, 
"Mr. Gray, I have just rode from Newmarket and never was so 
cut in my 1 ife, the north-west wind was full in my face.'' 
Gray turned to another of the company and said, "I think in 
that fac.e the northwest wind would have the worst of it" .2 
In close relationship to the qualities of taste and 
sympathy, was Gray's own poetical genius. While it is not 
1 Gray's Poems - preface to Everyman's Edition 
P. XIII 
2 Mitford - "British Poet's - Goldsmith & Gray" 
Life of Gray - P. IXVI 
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necessary that a critic be proficient in the field of his crit-
icism, no doubt one who is thus accomplished is thereby render-
ed more appreciative of difficulties of composition. In Gray 
this personal experience in actual composition proved especial- ~~ 
ly valuable, for it permitted him not only to point out a flaw, , 
but to suggest a concrete improvement. Thus, for example, 
when Mason has used an ineffective word, Gray substitutes a 
better one. Not only is he capable of substituting single 
\ 
words but at times whole stanzas. Thus to improve Mason's 
elegy on his wife, Gray discards four weak lines and adds the 
exquisite quatrain: 
"Take holy earth, all that my soul hold's dear 
Take that be.st gift which heaven so lately gave. 
To Bristols fount I bore with trembling care 
Her faded form: she bow'd to taste the wave, 
And died. Does Youth, does Beauty read the line? 
Does sympathetic fear their breasts alarm? 
Speak dead Maria\ breathe a strain divine: 
E'en from the grave thou shalt have power to charm. 
Bid them be chaste, be innocent like thee; 
Bid them in duty's sphere as meekly move 
And if so fair, from vanity as free 
As firm in friendship, and as firm in love, 
Tell them, though •tis an awful thing to die 
{'Twas ev'n to thee) yet the dread path once trod 
Heaven lifts its everlasting portals high 
And bids the pure in heart behold their God.l 
Who does not feel the genuine spiritual and poetical elevation 
of these last ·four lines? Mason himself recognized their 
greatness; for years he appropriated them as the work of his 
1 
"Gray11 - Edmund Gosse - P. 1'76 
own genius. After Nicholls had exposed his plagiarism, so 
I 
wroth was Mason that he "revenged himself by remarking that it I· 
was a good thing for Nicholls that Gray, never discovered he 
drank like a fish". 1 Truly one can hardly blame "Scroddles" 
for being thus aroused at such a substraction from his works. 
It is a loss which but few authors would magnanimously endure. 
It is poetry of this kind of which Johnson remarked, "Had 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
I 
Gray written often thus, it had been vain to blame, and useless j 
2 to praise him". If Gray's critical endeavors often led him II 
I 
to compose excellent poetry, they none the less seldom afforded ! 
him an opportunity to express himself equally well in prose. 
The excellence of this prose is due principally to its spon-
taneity: 11 I do not pretend to write prosen. 3 With these 
seven words Gray unconsciously disclosed the secret of his 
charming style. In the golden era of English prose, when the 
art of lett er writing attained such h~ights as never before, 
nor since, Gray need yield to no one. "In the let t ers of Gray 
we see perhaps t h e best representative of the best period; he 
does not suffer in comparison with the most famous of all Eng-
1 Gosse- 11 Gray"- op. cit. P. 177 
2 Life of Gray - in Lives of the Poets 
-
v. XI 
3 Letter to Mason - January 13, 1758 
-
Tovey -
Vol. II, P. 14 
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lish letter writers, Horace Walpolen. 1 Walpole, Pope, Lady 
Mary Montagu, Lord Chesterfield, Johnson, Cowper, Swift, -
what an array of e pistolary artistst Surely Gray cannot com-
pare with t hese masters of English proset Yes with t hese, and 
with Dryden toot 
For perfection and ease, for simpl icity and sincer-
ity, for descriptive beauty, "unfeigned and discriminating 
appreciation of naturen2 it would indeed be difficult to locate 
t he equal of: 
" ••••• from thence we proceeded on horses, who are 
used to t he way, to the mountain-top of the Char-
treuse. It is six miles to the top; the road r uns 
winding up it, commonly not six feet broad; on one 
hand is the rock, with woods of pine trees hang-
ing overhead; on the other a monstrous precipice, 
almost perpendicular, at the bottom of which rolls 
a torr ent, that sometimes tumbling among t he frag-
ments of stone that have fallen from on high, and 
sometimes preci9itating itself down vast decents 
with a noise like thunder, which is still made 
greater by the echo from __ t he mountains on either 
side, concurs to form one of t he most solemn the 
most romantic, and the most astonishing scenes I 
have ever beheld ••••• "3 
A month later to West he writes: "In our little 
journey up to t he Grand Chartreuse, I do not 
remember to . have gone ten paces without an ex-
clamation, that there was no restraining; not a 
precip ice, not a torrent, not a cliff, but is 
pregnant with religion and poetry. There are 
1 Phelps - op. cit. P. XXIX 
2 Phelps - ibid - P. XXX 
3 Letter to Mrs. Dorothy Gray - October 13, 1739 
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certain scenes that would awe an atheist into 
belief, without the help of other argument. One 
need not have a very fantastic nature to see 
spirits t here at noonday •.•••• " 1 
When one considers that such a mastery of the Eng-
lish language flowed from the pen of a young man of twenty-
i 
I 
I 
I 
three, he cannot but expect for him a most brilliant literary 1 
career. But, when in view of the date of composition, one ! 
'I 
considers the content rather than the style, the passages seem I 
almost spurious. Could such really be written in 1?39? If i 
I 
so, why is 1?98 designated as the "terminus post quem" of the 
romantic movement? 
Gray, then, despite h is own claims to the contrary, 
I 
I 
I 
possessed an admirable prose style - simple, direct, unaffect- I. 
I 
II 
ed, witty, graceful, playful. 
Sufficient has been said, it seems, to convey the 
notion that if anyone should have succeeded in literary criti-
cism, Gray should have been he. His qualifications coincided 
with t hose required by Pope - disinterestedness, learning, 
taste, humility, sympathy. With his native gift of humor and 
his acquired skill in versification, he might sprinkle his 
works with gems of wit and art. Lastly, with his ~~stery of 
English prose he might convey in an interesting and forceful 
manner whatever he chose to treat. 
1 Letter to Richard West - Nov. 16, 1?39 
It 
!I 
In short, in all honesty we can wholeheartedly 
• 
agree with Saintsbury when he says of Gray's critical qualifi- \ 
cations: "He had nothing else to do, and was not inclined to 
do anything else. He had sufficient means, no professional 
avocations, the knowledge, the circumstances, the locale, the 
wits, the taste, even the velleity - everything in fact 
b t ttl u ••••• , Well, we shall seet 
.· ., __ _ 
1 History of Criticism - Vol. III, P. 55 
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CHAPTER III 
THE ANCIENTS 
The critical enterprises of Thomas Gray may be divi-
ded, according to the subject rna tter, into four main ca te-
gories: 1. on the literature of the classical Greece and Rome, 
2. Middle English and Chaucerie..n poetry, 3. modern poetry and 
prose, that is from Chaucer to Gray's own contemporaries, 4. 
appreciation of nature. The form of these criticisms is like-
wise fourfold: 1. deep and systematic notes - this was the 
method employed in the treatment of the ancients, 2. formal 
essays dealing with the middle English poets and Chaucer -
these essays were to be incorporated into the proposed "Histor 
of English Poetry", 3. informal criticisms in his letters -
those off-hand impressions, usually upon some author which 
Gray happened to be reading at the time, or upon some view of 
nature re cently experienced; it ~ of these spontaneous crit-
ical utterances of which Elton writes: "His opinions are form-
ed neither on the theory nor on the views of others; they 
are all at first hand and he is singularly free from the sup-
erstitions of his age. His pronouncement of writers, if coll-
ected, would not fill many pages, but they contain much gold"; 
1 Elton - op. cit. - P. 76 
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4. criticisms in rhyme, principally in the "Bard" and the 
"Progress of Poesy". The former division will here be follow-
ed since from the point of view of unity ahd chronology, it 
affords a more convenient approach. 
"The best Editions of ancient authors should be the 
first things, I reckon, in a library".1 Now Gray not only 
possessed a remarkable classical library, he read and minutely 
commented upon its vo l umes. A brief extract from Gray's own 
library catalogue will give some idea of the nature and extent 
of his classical tastes: 
"Flori Historia -cur: Blancardo ••• Lugduni B: 1648 
Martialie Epigrammata- cur: Schevelio ••• ap. 
· Hackuum: 1656 I 
Suetonii Vitae, - cur: Schildio ••• ap: Hackuum: 1662 
Val: Maximus- cur Thysio ••••••••• ap: Hackuim: 1660 
Senecae Tragoediae, cur: Thysio.6s ap:Lugdumi:Bl651 
Luciani Opera- cur Graevio - 2 vol.ap:Blaviu.m: 1687 
Ciceronis Officia etc.: cur Gravio.ap:Blaviv~: 1688 
This complete catalogue contains seventy-two items recorded 
under the heading of "Libri Classici". "The list offers a 
fairly comprehensive survey of classical authors, whether in 
poetry, history, rhetoric or philosophy. Yet Gray spent littl 
for his books. He cared nothing for their appearance but all 
for content: 'Many of his books were ordinary copies: 'Refuse 
of stalls, and gleanings of Duck Lane.' Many wanted their 
outside lettering- others were cropped to the quick •••• "2 
1 Letter to Wharton - Sept. 11, 1746 - Tovey- op. cit. vol 
1, p. 140 
2 Jones - op. cit. - P. 34 
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This eommentary appeared in the "Athenaeum", December 
1 
at the time of the first sale of Gray's library. 
6, 1846 
However, when Gray came to comment upon t ·he ancients, 
he seldom did so in a critical manner. "Most of his notes are 
merely erudite, without literary comment, and we may regret 
that he so rarely breaks out."2 But this is no disparagement 
to his notes. Gray did not mean to attack the ancients from a 
critical angle. Prof. Northup thus excellently comments: 
"What he sought to do was to present such an 
analysis of plots and stories, and such explan-
atory notes and comments as would enable a stu-
dent to read the original text with understand-
ing. In the state of Greek scholarship in Gray's 
time, such work was vastly more useful than 
criticism would have been; for criticism read 
before the student has some independent know-
ledge of the original is, for the pu~pose of 
sound scholarship, of little worth." 
Still Gray did at times "speak out" upon the ancients, and, of 
his notes on Plato Colleridge writes: 
"Whatever might be expected from a scholar, a 
gentleman, a man of exquisite _taste, as the 
quintes s ence of safe and sound good sense, 
Mr. Gray appears to me to have performed. The 
poet Plato, the orator Plato, Plato the ex-
quisite dramatist of conversation, the seer and 
painter of character; Plato the high bred, 
highly educat€d, aristocratic republican, the 
1 Jones - op. cit. - P. 42 
2 Elton - op. cit. - vol. II, P. 72 
3 Northrup - op. cit. - P. XXXIX 
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man and the gentleman of quality, stands full 
before us from beh ind t he curtain as Gray has 
drawn it back. Even so does Socrates, the 
social wise old man, the practical moralist."l 
One of Gray's more fa n;.ous criticisms of an ancient 
work is on the "Phaedo". He holds the work to be Plato's and 
as a proof thereof cites t he cons ensus of opinion of all anti-
quity and es pecially Aris totl e, whose evidence "seems decisive 
On the merit of the work he writes: 
"The historical part of it is admirable, and , 
though written and disposed with all the art 
and management of the best tragic writer, 
(for the slightest circumstance in it wants not 
its force and meaning) it exhibits nothing to 
the eye but the noblest simplicity of nature. 
Every intelligent reader will feel what t hose 
who were eye witnesses were said to have felt, 
namely (a certain mixture compounded of pleasure 
and pain) ••••• The innocence, the humanity, the 
cheerfulnes s and the unaffected intrepidity of 
Socrates, will draw some tears from him (as it 
did from them) as for the loss of a father; and 
will, at the same time, better than any arguments, 
show him a soul, which, if it were not so, at 
least deserved to be immortal. The reasoning 
part is far inferior, sometimes weak, sometimes 
false, too obscure, too abstract, to convi nce us 
of anything; yet with a mixture of good sense 
and with many fine observations. The fabulous 
account of the future state is too particular 
and too fantastic an invention for Socrates to 
dwell upon at such a time and has less decorum 
and propriety in it than the other parts of the 
dialogue."2 
Among t he other Greek authors of whom he treats in 
detail are lthenaeus, whom he fo\md a great help in his anti-
quarian and chronological enterprises; Lysias, !socrates, 
1 "The Spectator" - April 13, 1912 
2 Northup - op. cit. - P. 4 
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Pindar, Andocides, Antiphon, Thucydides and Xenophone. !so-
crates in particular claimed his attention, and he seems to 
have studied him "more thoroughly than any other Greek author 
except Plato or perhaps Aristophanes."l Concerning that 
author's oration "On the Peace", Gray comments: "He freely 
shows, that Justice and Honesty with the Reputation, that re-
sults from them, are as much ye interest of every State, as of 
every private Man. 'I'he whole Topic is admirably treated, and 
equal to any Thing of t h is, or any other author. 112 
Particularly interesting, in view of its future in-
fluence, is Gray's study of Pindar. Describing the Power of 
Music Gray writes of Pindar's first Pythian, "as calming the 
Fierceness and lulling to Repose even the Eagle perched on 
the Sceptre of Jove; he has in the following Lines an example 
of fine Expression and poetic Painting, equal to anything I 
have met with." The profound effect of this ode, the above 
comment on which was written in 1747, manifests itself in 
Antistrophe I of "The Progress of Poe t ry". In his notes of 
1768 Gray himself acknowledges the source of this masterful 
stanza. 
Most of Gray's profound classical i nterests ended 
in 1748. Plato, however, continued to be studied as late as 
1 Jones - op. cit. - P. 38 
2 ibid - P. 59 
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1756, the most intensive work being done from 1748 to 1751. 
Here, as usual, Gray emphasizes chronology, but the scattered 
critical gems make these notes well worth one's perusal. The 
comments on the "Phaedo", quoted abo ve, clearly indicate Gray's 
power of critical discrimination. In like manner he distin-
guishes between the good and the bad in the "Republic", consid-
ering its sixth book the zenith of Plato's endeavors: "···• 
the thoughts are as just as they are new, and the elocution is 
as beautiful as it is expressive, it can never .be read too 
often, but towards the end it is terricly obscure."1 But this 
obscurity troubled Gray but little; he did not pretend to 
read Plato in order to understand everything he wrote, but 
rather for 11his excellent sense, sublime morality, elegant 
style, and perfect dramatic propriety of his dialogues." 
Once when Nicholls stopped at e. passage of Plato, Gray remark-
ed: "Go on, for if you stop as often as you do not understand 
Plato, you will stop very often". 2 
writes: 
Of the importance of Gray's Platonic studies Jones 
" ••••• the real point of interest here lies not 
so much in the ephemeral criticism as in the 
influence of Plato's thought on his personality. 
Although we find little in the poet's writings 
which can be definitely traced to Plato, we can 
1 "Thomas Gray" - Mathias - vol. II, P. 441 
2 Nicholl's "Reminiscences of Gray" - Tovey - op. eit. -
Vol. II - P. 285 
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detect the philosopher's i nfluence in Gray's 
lifelong search for truth in the bypaths of 
learning. Unconsciously he carried Plato with 
him in his conversations on education, history, 
literature, or philosophy. His remarks on the 
sixth book of the "Republic" seem to sum up his 
own calm life: 'The love of truth is the natural 
consequence of a genius truly inclined to phil-
osophy. Such a mind will be little inclined to 
sensual pleasures, and consequently will be 
temperate, and a stranger to avarice and illi-
berality."l 
As truly critical and as delightfully exemplary as 
any of Gray's comments on the ancients is that on Aristotle 
himself. In a letter2 to his great friend Dr. Thomas Wharton, 
Gray writes: "For my Part I read Aristotle; his Poetics, 
Politics and Morals, though I don't well know which is which. 
In the first place he is the hardest author by far that I 
have ever meddled with. Then he has a dry Conciseness, that 
makes one imagine that one is perusing a Table of Contents 
rather than a Book; it tastes for all the World like chop'd 
Hay, or rather like chop'd Logic; for he has a violent 
Affection to that Art, being in some Sort his own Invention; 
so that he often loses himself in little trifling Distinct-
ions and verbal Nicities, and what is worse leaves you to ex-
1 Jones - op. cit. - P. 68 
2 Prof. Northup modernized Gray's spelling and punctuation. 
When Gray's works are here quoted from authors, other 
than Prof. Nortr.up, the original spelling and punctuation 
are maintained. 
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trica.te yourself e.s you can. Thirdly, he has suffered vastly 
must. Fourthly, e.nd lastly he has abundance of fine uncommon 
Things which make him well worth the pains he gives one".l 
When one reflects on the combination of critical judiciousness 
and charming wit of the above passage, he cannot help but de-
plore that the sage of Peterbouse and Pembroke did not write 
"more cr i ticism and fewer notes on natural history. 112 
Of the great Greek tragedians, Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
and Euripides, Gray had very little to say. Yet, two of his 
observations are of particular interest. In the first in-
stance he calls attention to the disputed break in the unity 
in Sophocles' "Ajax". Arguing from the unusual disappearance 
·or the chorus, Gray concludes that the author must have 
purposely withdrawn it in order to indicate a change of scene. 
Secondly, Gray comments very soundly upon the utility of the 
Chorus. It seems that Mason had written to Gray indica ting 
his belief that the disappearance of. the Chorus in English 
drama was a concession "alla.ve:d to modern caprice." In view 
of his great love of Helenic culture, Gray's .reply is, I 
believe, worth quoting: 
1 Letter to Wharton - Sept. 11, 1746 
2 Jones - op. cit. - P. 54 
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"It is not caprice but good sense that made these 
alterations in the modern drama. A greater lib-
erty in the choice of the fable and the conduct 
of it was a necessary consequence of retrench-
ing the Chorus. Love and tenderness delight 
in privacy. The soft effusions of the soul, 
Mr. Mason, will not bear the presence of gaping, 
singing, dancing, moralising, uninteresting 
crowd: and not love alone, but every passion, 
is checked and cooled by this fiddling crew. 
How could Macbeth and his wife have laid the 
design for Duncan's murder? What could they 
have said to each other in the hall at midnight 
not only if a chorus but a single mouse had 
been sitting there? Could Hamlet have met the 
Ghost or taken his mother to task in "their" 
company? If Othello had said a harsh word to 
his wife before them, would they not have 
danced to the window and called the watch? 
"The ancients were perpetually crossed and 
harassed by the necessity of using the Chorus, 
and if they have done wonders notwithstand-
ing this clog, sure I am they wo1lld have per-
formed still greater wonders without it. For 
the same reason we may be allowed to admit of 
more intrigue in our drama, to bring about e. 
great action - it is often an essential re-
quisite; and it is not fair to argue against 
this liberty for that misuse of it which is 
common to us ••••• 
"I forgot to mention that Comedy continued to 
be an odd sort of farce, very like those of 
Italian theatre, till the Chorus was dismissed, 
when nature and Menander brought it into that 
beautiful form which we find in Terence. 1 Tragedy was not so happy till modern times." 
"Fiddling crew"? "Clog"? "Gaping, singing, dancing 
moralizing, uninteresting crowd"? Strange words to predicate 
of the life blood of classical drama\ And yet who dares deny 
1 Letter to William Mason, 1751 - Northup - op. cit. - P. 166-
167 
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the justice of t he criticism? These very defects were detect-
ed by the Greek dramatists themselves. Did not Euripides suf-
fer the wrath of his cons ervative contemporaries for his cur -
tailment of the chorus, for his substitution of a lyric ele-
ment for its former dramatic function? Did he not, in short, 
deliberately prune the chorus in order to enliven his plays? 
But why, then, did not Euripides discard t he chorus altogeth-
er? 
He was, as Gray says, "harassed by the necessity of 
using t he Chorus". Necessity, because of the very nature and 
origin Greek drama. Tradition cried out aga j_nst innovation; 
the"fiddl ing crew" must be there for not less than religious 
purposes. Remove t he Chorus and you remove Greek tragedy. 
Well might we be t hankful, therefore, that the Hellenics re-
tained the Chorus. Yet, doubts anybody that "they would have 
performed still greater wonders without it"? 
We pass then from the land 
"Where each old poetic mountain 
Inspiration breath 1 d around, 
Every shade and hallow'd fountain 
Murmur 1d deep a solemn sound." 
and turn westward -
" ••••• for the Latian plains". 
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A letter from West in 1742 occasioned what is con-
sidered among Gray's most precious critical jewels: 
"I read too sometimes" writes West, "and have begun 
Tacitus, but have not yet read enough to judge of him; only 
his Pannonian sedition in the first book of his annals, which 
is just as far as I have got, seemed to me a little tedious."l 
Now West wrote this criticism for a purpose: he rea lized full 
well Gray's admiration for Tacitus: knew perfectly that just 
such lines as t hese would be sufficient to arouse him to write 
a vindication of his favorite Roman historian. An examination 
of West's phraseology reveals a bit of psychology which might 
be missed at a first reading. I speak of the diminutive ele-
menta: "have begun", "not yet read enough to judge", "just as 
far as I have got", "seemed", "a little". West wished Gray 
to write a letter of encouragement urging him to continue his 
study. Just how perfectly his little plot worked is revealed 
in Gray's prompt letter dated not more than three days later: 
11 Pray do not imagine that Tacitus, of all authors 
in the world, can be tedious. An annalist, you 
know, is by no means master of his subject; and 
I think one may venture to say, that if those 
Pannonian affair s are tedious in his hands, in 
another's they would have been insupportable. 
However, fear not, they will soon be over; and 
he will make ample amends. A man who could join 
the "brilliant" of wit and concise sententiousness 
peculiar to that age, with the truth and gravity 
1 Toynbee, Paget and Whibley Leonard, editors, "Correspondence 
of Thomas Gra y, - Oxford Clarendon Press, 1935 - West to 
Gray - vol. £, P . 99 
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of better times, and the deep reflection and good 
sense of the best moderns, cannot but choose to 
have something to strike you. Yet what I admire 
in him above all this, is his detestation of 
tyranny, and the high spirit of liberty that every 
now and then breaks out, as it were, whether he 
would or no."l 
Surely with Elton we might ask, "What can be better said than 
this?"2 
Having achieved his purpose, the wily West answers, 
"Do not mistake me, I do not condemn Tacitus. I was then in-
clined to f i nd h i m tedious: The German sedi.tion sufficiently 
made up for it."3 
The truth is that Gray thought more of Ta citus than 
of any other Roman author. Nor are the reasons for t his pro-
found admiration difficult to discover. He reiterated them 
again and again, and though. he himself claims tha t he admired 
above all his "detestation of t yranny", his "high s pirit of 
liberty", still one cannot but conclude that after all it was 
Tacitus' "extreme conciseness of expression" that most struck 
his taste. Gray never tires of mentioning this trait of Tac-
itus. Comparing the style of his own unfinished "Agrippina" 
with that of Tacitus he says, "I was betrayed -into a good 
deal of it by Tacitus; only what he has said in five words, 
l · Letter of Gray to West about April 1, 1742 
2 Elton - op. cit. - vol II, P. 76 
3 Letter of West to Gray, April 4, 1742 
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I imagine I have said in fifty lines. Such is the misfortune 
of imitating the inimitable."l Quite true, indeed, as anyone 
who has attempted to imitate or even to translate Tacitus will 
only too r eadily agree. And speaking of translation, Gray 
writes to West: "I think you have translated Ta citus very 
justly, that is, freely; and accommodated his thoughts to the 
turn and genius of our language; which though I commend your 
judgment, is no commendation of the English tongue, which is 
too diffuse, and daily grows more and more enervate. One 
shall never be more sensible of this, than in turning an 
author likeTacitus. 11 2 
The historians Livy and Quintilian found less favor 
with Gray, so that in 1766 we find him recommending Samuel 
Sharp's "Letters from Italy" in preference to these ancients. 
Nicholls in his "Reminiscences of Gray" thus comments upon 
Gray's estimation of ancient historians: 
2 Letter 
1 Letter 
"He was a great admirer of Tacitus, the result of 
whose deep thought strikes the minds of such 
readers as understand in pointed expressions 
which must be felt. Besides this, he possesses 
in equar-perfection a power of a very different 
kind, that of painting a scene, by judicious 
detail, as if it were on canvas. Mr. Gray 
thought the narrative of Thucydides the model 
of history. He valued Herodotus as its father; 
as an author of great veracity, as far as he had 
the means of information himself, and never fab-
ulous except when he gave the relations of others, 
to West - April 1742 - Northup, op. cit. P. 136 
of Gray to West, April 1742 
-
rroynbee & Whibley, 
op. cit. 
-
vol. I,P 103 
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which he carefully distinguishes from that which 
relates on his own authority."l 
Of the other great Romans, Horace, _Juvenal, Caesar, 
Seneca, Pliny, Anacreon, Livy, Longinus, Cicero, etc. we find 
no noteworthy critical comments in Gray. To be sure, their 
names, and those of many less conspicuous authors, are lib-
erally sprinkled thr.9.ugpou.t bis letters, thus testifying to 
his intima te knowledge of them. B.ut that is all. he spoke 
out about Tacitus, then became silent. 
With the exception of Dante, the great triumvirate 
of Italian poetry seems to have but little struck Gray's 
fancy. He admits "by the way," that Petrarch "is sometimes 
very tender and natural 11 • 2 Yet Nichols assures us that 
"Mr. Gray was a decided and zealous admirer of Petrarch", 
despite his own recording that Gray considered the works of th 
great Italian as falling into two categories: "The one simple, 
natural and tender; the other full of conceits and false 
thoughts."3 Of Boccaccio Gray wrote no criticism whatever. 
The immortal Dante Gray considered "the father of all" among 
the Italians, and gladly admitted that the opening line of 
1 Tovey, op. cit. - vol. II, P. 285 
2 Letter to West - May 8, 1742 - Northrup - op. cit. - P. 137-
138 
3 Reminiscences of Gray" - To vey - op. cit. vol, II, P. 286 
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his own "Elegy" owed its origin to his 
" ••••• s'odi aquilla di lontano 
Che paia'l giorno pianger che si rnuore."l 
Of the later Italian masters, Ariosto and Tasso, 
we find but one criticism, contained 1n Gra.y•s outline of 
poetry in a letter to Thomas Wharton .April 15, 1770: 
"Second Italian School, of Ariosto, Tasso, etc. an 
improvement on the first, occasioned by the revival 
of letters, the end of the fifteenth century. 
The Lyric Poetry of this and the former age, in-
troduced from Italy by Lord Surrey, ~ir T. Wyat, 
Bryan Lord Vaulx, etc. in the beginning of the 
sixteenth century." 
Let us, then, with the Muses seek " ••••• oh Albion\ 
next, thy sea-encircled coast."2 
1 "Reminiscences of Gray- Nichol's - Tovey op. cit. - vol II, 
P. 278 
2 Progress of Poesy - 1 - 82 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH POETRY 
The poetic genius of Geoffrey Chaucer is today uni-
versally recognized as second to none in our language, Shake-
speare and Milton alone excepted. His superiority in sub-
stance has seldom been questioned; "here is God's plenty", 
writes Dryden of the immortal "Prologue". Yet, it was not 
until the las t quarter of the eighteenth centu.ry the. t anything 
approaching a real estimate of the "Morning Star" became 
possible. As long as Dryden's gross misconception of Chaucer' 
versification remained dominant, just so long would Chaucer's 
manner be thought "rough and barbarous". As late as 1700, the 
very year of his death, Dryden in his "Preface to the Fables" 
writes: 
"The verse of Chaucer, I confess, is not harmon-
ious to us, but is the eloquence of one whom 
Tacitus com0ends: it was 'auribus istius temporis 
accommodate'. They who lived with h im, and some-
time after, thought it musical; and it cont inues 
so, even in our judgment, if compared with the 
numbers of Lydgate and Gower, his contemporaries: 
there is the rude sweetness of a Scotch tune in it. 
which is natural and pleasing, though not perfect. 
'Tis true I cannot go so far as he who published 
the last edition of him; for he would make us 
believe the fault is in our ears, and that there 
were really ten s yllables in .a verse where we find 
but nine: but t his opinion is not worth conflict-
ing; 'tis so gross and obvious an error that 
common sense ••••• must convince the reader that 
equality of numbe r s in every verse wh ich we call 
heroic was either not known or not always pract-
ised in Chaucer's age ••••• We can only say that 
========#=====~---~-=-·-------------
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he lived in the infancy of our poetry, and that 
nothing is brought to perfection at first. We 
must be children before we grow men ••••• nl 
Some vast discovery must have taken place before 
Matthew Arnold could write: "Chaucer is the father of our 
splendid English poetry; he is our well of English undefiled', 
because by the lovely charm of his diction, t he lovely charm 
of his movement, he makes an epoch and founds a tradit1on".2 
This vast discovery is usually attributed to Tyrwhitt. Yet, 
fully twenty years before that author prepared the way for a 
real appreciation of Chaucer, Thomas Gray had discovered a 
key to Chaucer's verse not far different from that employed by 
modern Chaucerians. That he has not been acknowledged as the 
discoverer of this key is due to the fact that his proposed 
"History of English Poetry" never attained completion. 3 As 
too many other undertakings, it fell victim to its author's 
excessive fastidiousness. 
As early as 1752 Warburton had communicated Pope's 
sketch of the English poets to Mason, who in turn had b~nded 
it over to Gray. Employing Pope's scheme as a model, and on 
Mason's a greement to aid him in the accomplishment of his 
1 Clark, Evert, ed., - "The Seventeenth Century" - New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1930 
2 Arnold - op. cit. - P. 29 
3 The essays wh ich were to be part of the"History" first 
appeared in Mathias' edition of Gray in 1814. 
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huge enterprise, Gray drew up an enlarged plan for the writ-
ing of the first "History of English Poetry". 
Fortunately t h is plan has been preserved for us. 
The "History" was to be written in five main parts. A general 
introduction was to have ascertained the origin of rhyme, and 
to have contained "some specimens of the Style that reigned 
in ancient times among the neighboring nations, or those who 
had subdued the greater part of this Island, and were our Pro-
genitors11.1 Part I was to be on the "School of Provence which 
rose about the yea r llOO ••••• their heroic poetry, or romances 
in verse, allegories, fabliaux, syrvientes, comedies, farces, 
1 canzoni, sonnette, ballads, madrigals, sestines". Then was to 
follow an account o~ t heir imitations of the French and I tal- I 
ian schools nbrought to perfection by Dante, Petrarch, Boccace 
and others", and a survey of English poetry down to 1327. Par 
II was to be on Chaucer, Gower, Occleve, Lydgate, Douglas etc. 
Part III on the so-called Second Italian School to Tasso, 
Ariosto, etc. and their introduction into England by Surrey, 
Wyatt etc.; Part IV on Spenser, Drayton, Fairfax, Phineas 
Fletcher, Milton, and on what Gray terms the "Third Italian 
School full of conceit" of Donne, Crashaw, Cleveland, "carried 
to its height by Cowley, and ending perhaps in Sprat". The 
fifth and last part was to treat of the "School of France, 
1 From the Advertisement of the 1768 edition of the Nordic 
Odes - contained in Tovey, op. cit. vo1. III, P. 276 
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introduced after the Restoration - Waller, Dryden, Addison, 
Prior and Pope, which has continued to our own times." 
By 1758 Gray found himself so overwhelmed with mat-
erial, so involved in the "dark problems that his own exact-
ing mind had stirred up"l that any probability of completing 
the history had long s i nce passed away. However, just wh~n 
Gray himself defin i tely abandoned all hope seems impossible 
to determine. At any rate, in 1768 he writes that he "has 
long since dropped his design, especially after he heard that 
it was already in the hands of a Person well qualified to do 
it justice, both by his taste, and his researches into anti-
quity."2 
This "Person well qualified" was none other than 
Thomas Warton, to whom on April 15, 1770 Gray sends his 
sketch with the words: 
"Few have felt a higher esteem of your talents, your 
taste and industry. In truth, the only cause of 
my delay has been a sort of diffidence, that would 
not let me send you anything, so short, so slight, 
and so imperfect as the few materials I have been 
able to collect, or the observation I have made 
on t hem. A sketch of the division or arrangement 
of the sub ject, however, I venture to transcribe; 
and would wish to know, whether it corresponds in 
anything with your own plan ••••• "3 
1 Jones, op. cit. - P. 84 
2 Advertisment to the 1768 edition of the Nordic Odes 
Tovey - op. cit. - vol III, P. 276 
3 Letter to Thomas Warton April 15, 1770 - Tovey ibid P. 277 
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To be sure, Warton's plan did not coincide with that 
of Gray. Nor did he adopt it when communicated to him in 1770. 
To anyone familiar with the mental traits of the two men this 
discrepancy involves no mystery. In the first place Warton 
lacked Gray's patience and intellectual curiosity; secondly, 
he lacked that methodical mind which without exception makes 
Gray's works models of precision and proportion. Tovey more 
than approacbes the truth when he writes: "No greater contrast 
existed at that date than Mason's slipshod as compared with 
Gra~ 1 s scholarly accuracy. Even the work of Warton w~ an 
inadequate substitute for that which Gray might have given us; 
the probab ility is that the only fault would have been too 
much, even as Warton has too little, method. 1 
Nevertheless, Warton has given us definite reasons 
I for rejecting Grays scheme. In the Preface to his "History 
of English Poetry" (1774) he writes: 
"The late lamented nr:r. Gray had also projected a 
work of this kind, and translated soie Runic odes 
for its illustration, now published; but soon 
relinquishing the prosecution of a design which 
would have detained him from his own noble in-
ventions, he most obligingly condescended to 
favor me with the substance of his plan, which I 
found to be that of Mr. Pope, considerably en-
larged, extended and improved. 
It is vanity in me to have rnf:'ntioned these 
communications. But I am apprehensive my vanity 
will justly be thought much greater, when it shall 
1 Cambridge History of English Literature - vol. X P. 154 
2 The Nordic Odes of 1768 
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appear, that in giving the history of English poet-
ry, I have rejected the ideas of men who are its 
most distinguished ornaments. To confess the 
real truth, upon examine. tion and e:x.periment, I 
soon discovered their mode of treating my sub-
ject, plausible as it is, and brilliant in theory, 
to be attended with difficulties and inconvenien-
cies, and productive of embarrassment both to 
the reader and the writer. Like other ingenious 
systems, it sacrificed much useful intelligence 
to the observance of arrangement; and in pla ce of 
that ss.tisfaction which results from a clearness 
and fullness of information seemed only to sub-
stitute the merit of disposition, and the praise 
of contrivance. The constraint imposed by a 
mechanical attention to this distribution, 
appeared to me to destroy that free exertion of 
research with which such a history ought to be 
executed, and not easily reconcilable with that 
complication, variety, and extent of materials, 
which it ought to comprehend. 
The method I have pursued, on one account at 
least, seems preferable to all others. My per-
formance in its present form exhibits without 
transposition the gradual improvements of our 
poetry, at the same time that it uniformll re-
presents t he progression of our language. '1 
Two outstanding fallacies appear in this rejection. 
First, Warton erroneously presupposes that a plan once form-
ule. ted must be so rigidly followed as to necessitate a sac-
rifice "of much useful intelligence", and, thus be an obstacle 
to proper research. Second, Warton speaks of "difficulties 
and inconveniences" without reflecting that the fault may rest 
in his own incapacity and impatience rather than in any weak-
ness in Gray's proposed mode of procedure. The fact is that 
Gray's plan, in itself admirable, would have necessitated 
1 Warton, '.rhomas, "His tory of English Poetry" - Preface to 
1824 edition, P. 5 - edited by Richard Price 
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too much exertion for Warton. Perhaps it is not too much to 
say that it would have necessitated too much exertion for any 
man at that time, Gray included. The introduction itself, 
proposing as id did, a sally into virtually virgin spheres, 
would no doubt, if adequately treated, have occupied a per-
servering mind and healthy body the better part of an adult 
life. Unfortunately, Gray possessed neither of these. Sure-
ly, "It is a pity, for the history would have dug from his 
reticence much valuable literary criticism".1 As it is, we 
must rest content with several short essays - on meter, the 
origin of rhyme, John Lydgate and Samuel Daniel. 
It is in his "Observations on English Metre" that 
we find Gray expounding his theory relative to Chaucer's ver-
sification. It seems that in 1721 a Mr. John Urry bad pub-
lished an edition of Chaucer in which he presumed to "insert 
words and syllables, unauthorized by the oldest manuscripts 
to help out what seems lame and defective in the measure of 
our ancient writers."2 While Chaucerian scholars have ever 
since belittled Urry for this presurnptous procedure, still he 
did strike at Dryden's more presumptuous fallacy, namely, 
that the irregularities were entirely due to Chaucer's in-
fancy, rather than to later day ignorance of the condition of 
English language and poetry in the fourteenth century. Gray, 
1 Jones - op. cit. - P. 84 
2"0bservat1ons on English Metre" - Northup op. cit. - P. 21 
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of course, did not agree with Urry's method of insertions. 
However, he proceded on Urry's basic principle, namely "that 
many great inequalities in the meter are owing to the neglect 
of transcribers". 1 Having once assumed this point of depart-
ure, he asked himself why and how the mistakes of transcribers 
were allowed to pass so long unnoticed. "At this point" 
writes Jones, "Gray shows the soundness of his method by try-
ing to gain an understanding of the original language and the 
history of its changes". 2 
Among his discoveries was the evolution of the "ge" 
of the past participle to "y", as "gelufod" to "ylufod", and 
the further evolution of "ylufod" to"lufod". This explained 
the century old error that the "ge" and the "y" often found 
in Chaucer were "mere arbitrary insertions to fill up the 
verse". "This syllable", writes Gray, "though (I suppose) 
then out of use in common speech, our poets inserted, where 
it suited them, in verse." 
More important still was h is discovery tha t the 
final "e" of all words in Chaucer was undoub tedly pronounced. 
He demonstrates, for example, how the Anglo-Saxon infinitive 
"haban" evolved to "haba" at the Danish invasion, and finally 
to our own "have", concluding, " ••••• the transition is very 
apparent thence to the English which we now speak. And then 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 21 
2 Jones - op. cit. - P. 86 
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our writers inserted these initial and flnal letters, or omit-
ted them, and, where we see t hem written, we do not doubt that 
they were meant to fill up the measure; it follows, that thes 
poets had an ear not insensible to defects in metre; and 
where the verse seems to halt, it is very probably occasioned 
by the transcriber's negl ect, who seeing a word spelt differ-
ently from the manner than customary changed or omitted a few 
letters without reflecting on the injury done to the measure". 
After further proving the pronounciation of the final "en 
in various other parts of speech, Gray writes: " ••••• the "e" 
cont i nued to be pronounced faintly, and though in time it was 
quite dropped in conversation, yet when the poet thought . fit 
to make a syllable of it, it no more offended their ears than 
it now offends those of a Frenchman to hear it so pronounced, 
in verse."1 
In this same essay, Gray calmly explodes the so-
called doctrine of the fixed Caesura. This doctrine had been 
dogmatically expounded by Edward Bysshe in his "Rules for Mak-
ing English Verse" (1'702) and Puttenham in his "Art of 1 I 
Poetry" ( 158'7). Admi ttlng with these men that in the case of 
1
1 
Alexandrines the pause should come at the end of the sixth 
syllable, Gra y retorts that it is precisely for this reason 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 25 
that this verse form is no longer extensively employed in 
English for " ••••• they soon tire the ear with the sameness of 
sound". As regards the octosyllabic verses Gray writes: 
"Verses of eight syllables are so fa.r from being obliged to 
have their cesura on the fourth, that Milton, the best example 
of an exquisite ear that I can produce varies it continuously •• 
The more we a. t tend to the composition of l'>'iil ton's harmony the 
more we shall be sensible how he loved to vary his pauses, 
his measures, and his feet which gives that enchanting air of 
freedom ~wildness ~ h!! versification, unconfined ~ any 
rules but those which his own feeling and the nature of his 
1 
subject demanded." Such a criticism, coming when it did in an 
age of neo-Classic rigidity, is no less true than it is astoun 
ing. 
However, Gray was not infallible. He entirely missed j 
the point when he denied Put t enhe.m's assertion that the Canter-
bury Tales were in the "Riding Rhyme". "I concluden, writes 
Gray, "that he was misled by the change which words had under-
gone in their accents since the days of Chaucer and by the 
seeming defects of measure which frequently occur in the 
printed copies ••••• "Riding Rhyme" I rather take to be that 
which is confined to one measure whatever the measure be, but 
not to one rhythm; having sometimes more, sometimes fewer 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 29 
2 ibid P. XIV 
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syllables, and t he pause hardly distinguishable ••••• " 
It is generally agreed today that "Puttenham whom he t h inks 
mistaken, was probably right"~ and that Gray "probably missed 
the connection with the actual~ to Canterbury".2 
Moreover, Gray's knowledge of Middle English meter 
left much to be desired. Yet, viewed in the light of his 
age it was rather remarkable, for with the exception of ·rhomas 
Warton and Tyrwhitt no one in the 18th century equalled him. 
It is with t h is in mind that one should examine his cla.ssifi-
cation of English verse forms. Since much of tbe poetry 
written before Shakespeare's day had not yet reached publica-
tion, Gray's classification of 59 measures has long since been 
superseded. Howe ver, as Elton says, " ••••• he was the first to 
attempt a minute classification of English measures", 3 and 
therefore his "list is significant as a landmark in the history 
of English scholarship 11 .4 
Gray yielded to a curiosity as quickly as Shakespeare 
succumbed to a quibble - "It has some malignant power over his. 
1 Northup - op . cit. P. XIV 
2 Saintsbury, George, "A History of English Prosody" II, P. 554 
London - Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1908 
3 Elton - op. cit. - P. 73 
4 }Torthup - ibid P. XIV! 
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mind and its fascinations are irresistible".l Hardly had he 
started his "History" when we see him tracking down the origins/ 
of rhyme with all the enthusiasm of a hunter hot upon the traill 
of his quarry. Since this chase, by its nature, is historical 1 
rather than critical it little concerns us. I However, some of 1 
his discoveries are interesting. Admitting th.a t it "cannot be I 
supposed possible to fi:x exactly the time when rhyme was :first 
introduced, and practiced in a countryu, he ventures the foll-
owing table, based upon the 11 remotest monuments of t he kind 
now extant": 
At Rome before the introduction of Christianity 13'7 
In the Latin Church ••••••••••••••••••.••••••••• 420 
In use among the Welsh ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 590 
Among the Arabs earlier than ••••••••••••••••••• 622 
Among the Franks, in the old German tongue ••••• 873 
In Provence, in the dialect of the country ••••• llOO 
In Italy, in the Latin tongue, after the coming 
of the Normans ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 1032 
In England in our own tongue before the year •• 1154 
In France, in the French tongue ••••••••••••••• 1155 
1 
In Sicily, and the rest of Italy, in the 2 Italian tongue, before ••••••••••••••••••• 1187 
I 
Huet based his theory of the origin of rhyme among !1 
II th~ Provencals on tteir association with the Arabs. Now !1 
I 
this, in itself, is not important, but the rational soundness I 
of his approach again reveals Gray's extensive critical acu-
men: " ••••• which is the more probable of the two, 11 he asks, 
"that the Provencals should imitate the taste of a nation 
1 Johnson's "Preface to Shakespeare" - contai.ned in "English 
Prose and Poetry 1660-1800 - Shepherd & Wood - P. 622 
2 Northup - op. cit. P. 67 
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I wholly different from themselves in language, religion, and 
i: 
ii 
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manners, who were for a small time conversant among them? or 
that they should copy the Franks who had reigned over them 
above two hundred years before the arrival of the Arabs, and 
still continue to do so to this day? Indeed, for my own part, 
I do believe that neither the one nor the other of these 
nations was the i~mediate object of their imitation, but ra-
ther the hymns of the Church and the monkish Latin verses, 
which were even then in vogue all over France at the time, 
when the earliest Provencal writers attempted to rhyme in 
their own tongue". 2 Gray then goes on to explain the reason-
ableness of his own belief by showing the "natural affinity 
of the Latin and Provencal tongues", and stating that the 
Provencals "were accustomed to the Latin rhymes in their 
books of religion, epitaphs, inscriptions, and other composi-
tions of the learned in those days". 
When Gray came to inquire into the origin of rhyme 
in "our tongue", he found that the earliest example then ex-
tant dated from about 1051, that is, in the reign of Edward 
the Confessor, fifteen years before the Norman Conquest. It 
I begins, 
"Iche, Edward Konyng 
Have geven of my forest the keeping 
Of the hundred of Cholmer and Dancing I I 
!I 
I' I' i! 1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 65 
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Did 
did 
they 
the 
To Randolph Paperking, and his kindling 
With heort and hynd, doe and bocke 
Hare and fox, cat and broke" etc.l 
question arises whence came rhyme into Old English? 
II 
I 
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the Saxons bring it with them from the continent; if not, ll 
it follow across the channel at some later date, or did 
acquire it from the Britons of the west? At first, Gray 
j held that " ••••• it is much more probable that they brought it 
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from Germany with them". However, after much study he con-
eluded that in all probabil~ty the Saxons borrowed their 
notions of rhyme from the Britons who in turn borrowed their 
excessive use of alliteration from the Saxons. At what pre-
cise time t h is exchange took place he does not venture to say, 
except that in all probability it was due largely to the amel-
iorating influence of Christianity with its consequent in-
crease of communication between the two people who heretofore 
had "no other commerce than in the rough intercourse of war, 
and seemed to breathe nothing but indistinguishable hatred 
and mutual defiance". 2 
Why then have we no example of rhyme in English till 
after the Conquest? Well, the fact is that we have a few 
me~orials of pre-Conquest poems in rhyme, and, furthermore, 
"Who can account for the caprice of time, and show why one 
1 Northup - op. cit. P. 69 
2 ibid - P. 83 
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monument has, and another has not escaped the wreck or ages?"l i 
He concludes, "Perhaps rhyme might begin among the common ~ 
people and be applied only to the nearer species or poetry, 1 
adages, songs, and vulgar histories, passing by tradition rrom / 
' 
one to another ••••• After the Normans came over and had intra- iJ 
duced so much or the French {or Roman) tongue among us, rhyme ll 
must of course grown prevalent and familiar in England, es-
pecially when Henry the Second (himself an Angevin, and edu-
cated in France) had married the heiress of Aquitaine, where 
the Provencal school rirst began about fifty years before, and 
was at that time in the highest reputation". 2 
The question now presents itself whether or not in 
this matter of rhyme Gray approached the truth. As a matter · 
or ract the riddle of rhyme's origin has not yet been satis-
factorily settled: "ror the beginnings or most forms of art 
il 
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. have a baffling way of being hidden in the midst of oral popu-
r 
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lar tradition."3 However, "his general theory of the origin 
of rhyme, among the common people, as far as it goes, may 
still pass as a fair s ta temen t of present d. a y vi~ws on the 
subject. "4 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 85 
2 ibid - P. 85-86 
3 Jones - op. cit. - P. 95 
4 Northup - op. cit• - P. VII 
r---·- -1~ II I• 
:I 
II 
I 
II 
I( 
- - ---==!'F== 
I 
I 
II 
! 
I 
I 
I 
I. 
i 
! 
i 
I 
I 
.j 
II 
II 
II 
,, 
Undoubtedly Gray's best observations are those on 
John Lydgate, "the drivelling monk of Bury" ••••• "They enable 
us to see", says Saintsbury, "What the average quality of the 
"History" would have been. And they certainly go, in scheme 
and quality, very far beyond any previous literary history of 
any country with which I am acquainted". 1 
Since Lydgate's life was of little interest to him, 
Gray proceeds almost immediately into the realm of literary 
criticism, first of all he propounds a too often forgotten 
critical axiom: " ••••• it is a folly to judge of the under-
standing and . the patience of those times by our own". With 
I 
I 
1: 
:I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
this principle ever in mind, he defends Lydga te 's long-winded- '1 
ness (his "The Fall of the Princess" contains about 40,000 I 
lines). "Circumstance ever was, and ever will be, the life il 
and the essence both of oratory and of poetry" .2 Furthermore, jl 
the relative ease in rhyming "which is now grown difficult" I 
I 
I 
I 
also explains why Lydga te and his contemporaries drivel led on ! 
il 
II and on. This facility, says Gray, was due to the retention 
of the original accent which allowed the poets of those days 
to rhyme innumerable words of two and three syllables. 
Reflecting on the changes of accent, Gray laments 
that so many two syllable words have come to accented on the 
1 Saintsbury - op. cit. - P. 61 
2 "Remarks on the Poems of John Lydgate" - Northup - op. cit. 
P. 93 
I 
67 
j' 
I 
~=======*=========================---=-=-================= 
I 
i 
I 
I 
II 
II 
I 
I 
I 
I 
.I 
first s yllable, and so many trissyllablics on the antepenult. I 
"By this m~an", he writes, "we are almost reduced to find our I 
rhymes among the monosyllables, in which our tongue too much 
abounds, a defect which will forever hinder it from adapting 
itself well to music, and must be consequently no small im-
i 
i 
! 
II 
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II 
pediment to the sweetness and harmony of versifies. tion" •1 111 
G 11 i Comparing Lydgate and Chaucer, ray writes, I do !I 
II 
not pretend to set him on a. level with his master Chaucer, butji 
he certainly comes nearer to him t han any contemporary writer 1! 
that I am acquainted with. His choice of expressions, and 
the smoothness of his verse, far surpass, both Gower and 
Occleve". 
What Gray admired most in Lydgate, in addition to 
the above named qualities of expression and smoothness, was 
his "art in raising the more tender emotions of the mind," 
such as, maternal fondness, distresses of love, sympathy 
with the humble, pathos for the magnanimous in distress. On 
the other hand "in images of horror, and in certain terrible 
greatness, our author comes far behind Chaucer". Rather he 
possesses "a. stiller kind of majesty both in thought and ex-
press ion~ which mEfke one of his principal beauties". Indeed 
at times he "approaches even to sublimity: 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 97 
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II God hath a thousand handes to chastyse, A thousand dartes of punicion, 
A thousand bowes made in uncouthe wise, 
A thousand arblastes bent in his doungeon 
Ordein each one for castigacion 
But where he fyndes mekeness and repentaunce 
Mercy is mystress of his ordinaunce."l 
I 
-il 
In vi~w of later criticism the following comment is 
interesting: "Lydgate seems to have been by nature of !.. ~ 
serious and melancholy turn of mind than Chaucer". It will be 
remembered that it was precisely this lack of "high serious-
ness" which prevented Arnold from including Chaucer among 
"the very best": "he lacks the high seriousness of the great 
classics, and therewith an important part of their virtue". 2 
It seems probable that Gray would agree. 
The latter part of the essay deals with the subject 
matter of fourte enth century satire, namely, women and the 
clergy. It is both interesting and illuminating. However, 
since Gray treats of t he matter historically rather than 
critically , we need not trouble ourselves with it. 
Saintsbury's estimation of this Lydgate essay has 
already been quoted. Elton says (it seems almost as though 
he had just finished reading Saintsbury): "Th~ Lydgate essay 
is in tone and method very much like a scholarly modern 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 104 
2 Arnold - op. cit. - P . 105 
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I 'Causerie', and shows what his projected history or English II 
Northup on the same observation~ I poetry might have been'' •1 And 
writes: "So far as they go, in the main they have never been 
superseded, and t here is nowhere today any better general 
estimate of Lydgate than that here furnished by the first 
modern student of the fifteenth century poet." 
Of the unfinished 11History 11 , t here now remains but 
the brief essay on Samuel Daniel, the Elizabethan poet, and 
father of the so-called English or Shakes pearian sonnet. This 
essay, though less than four pages in length, is written 
with such conciseness and precision that Gray has managed to 
stuff a great deal into a little space. He says fo! example, 
"His genius and style rarely if ever rise to that elevation; 
that the stronger and more terrific emotions of the mind re-
quire. His figures and allusions are neither many nor bold ; 
I 
i 
I 
I 
I 
he has little invention in his design, or art in the arrange- !'1 
1: 
ment of his ideas. His ear was good, his versification like 
his style flowing and unaffected". 2 He goes on to say the. t 
the court of James I, "an i nsipid court", nay worse, " a 
court of bad taste", spoiled whatever improvement he had al-
ready made upon his natural talents. He points out that 
Daniel had two great defects: "the want of imagination and 
1 Elton - op. cit. - P. 73 
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the weakness of e~pression". However, Gray believed that had 
II 
1J 11his application been directed by some friend (like Spenser) 
j! ••••• he might have doubtless merited the character of an 
amiable and even affecting writer."l 
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With Daniel then, we conclude our discussion of 
Gray's formal literary criticism. To be sure, he wrote sever-
al other formal essays, the most important of which are "On 
the Philosophy of Lord Bolingbroke", · and "on Norman Archi-
tecture", both masterpieces of style and well worth reading. 
However, since both are outside our range, at present, we 
must pass them by without further comment. 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 121 
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CHAPTER V 
NATURE, LITERATURE and the FRENCH _____ ..;;.,-. 
"The poet's letters", writes John Drinkwater or 
Gray, "are not only delightful in their revelation of a most 
companionable personality, but they also contain many pass-
ages that show a clear-sightedness as to the general princi-
plea of his craft ••••• It is clear from these flashes or crit· I 
icism scattered through the letters that he had a finer under-1 
!j 
I 
I standing of his art than, perhaps, any man of his age ••••• nl 
II 
It is these "flashes of criticism" with which we must now 
busy ourselves. 
I 
William Lyon Phelps' fa mous discovery of "Gray's /j 
1: 
Progress Toward Romanticism" is likely, unless properly under-J) 
stood, to lead to a great error: "The most significant thing i 
in the study of Gray's poetry", he writes is his progress in 
the Romantic direction. Beginning as a classicist and dis-
ciple of Dryden he ended in thorough going Romanticism."2 
i 
I 
! 
I 
ii 
He points I 
out, for example, the "highly significant fact about the com-
Prof. Phelps then goes on to prove this statement. 
position of the "Elegy" which shows with perfect distinctness 
that its author was passing through a period of transition."3 
1 Ernest 
Select 
2 Phelps 
3 ibid -
Rhys, editor, Everman's Library, "Gray's Poems, 
Letters and Essays -New York- E.P. Dutton & Co. 1922 
- op. cit. P. XXII 
P. XXV 
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This"highly significant fact" was the substitution in quatrain 
fifteen of the names Hampden, Milton and Cromwell for Cato, 
Tully and Caesar. "In this stanza.," he says, "he shook off 
the shackles of pseudo-classic1sm".1 
To be sure, all this is very true when applied to 
Gray's poetry. Applied to the critical tenets of his prose, 
however, it is most misleading. Gray never "shook off the 
shackles of pseudo-classicism" from his prose for the simple 
reaeon that his prose had never been thus shackled: "But his 
critical utterances at any time show little inclination to-
ward the classical school. From the first we are aware of an 
independence of thought and tone and freedom from conventional 
cant which point towards the coming and early disappearance of 
the old standards of taste. From the first his criticism was 
of the independent, Romantic order".2 
Already in these pages, we have seen romantic ten-
dencies in Gray's prose. His description of the Grande Cha-
treuse is not only in great contrast to that of Addison, but 
would do no small honour to Wordsworth himself. "From first 
to last he was a lover of wild nature."3 As we have seen, at 
the age of twenty-three he wrote of the Alps: "Not a precipice 
1 Phelps - op. cit. - P. XXV 
2 Northup - op. cit. - P. XXXII 
3 Phelps - ibid P. XXXI 
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ti !I not a torrent, not a cliff, but is pregnant with religion and 
poetry."l 
I 
.I Writing to Stonehewer, June 29, 1760 he asks: "Did 
you never observe (while rocking winds are piping loud2) that 
pause, as the gust is recollecting itself, and rising upon the 
ear in a shrill and plaintive note, like the swell of an 
Aeolian harp? I do assure you there is nothing in the world so 
like t he voice of a spir it."3 In 1769, Gray made his now 
famous tour through the Lake District. "His Journal to the 
Lakes, kept for the amus ement of Dr. Wharton, who because of 
illness was prevented from accompanying him, is so replete 
with romanticism that as Prof. Phelps says, " ••••• it is a 
marvel when we consider its date, for it is written in the 
true spirit of Wordsworth."4 Thus, on October 13, he records: 
" ••••• came to Mallham (pronounce it Maum) a village in the 
bosom of the mountains seated in a wild and dreary valley; 
from there I was to walk a mile over very rough ground. A tor-
rent rattling along on the left hand. On the cliffs above han 
a f'ew goats; one of them danced and scratched an ear with its lj 
hind foot in a place where I would not have stood stock-st1ll jl 
I, 
1 Letter to Richard West - Nov. 16, 1'739 
2 Il Penseroso - 1. 126 
3 Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. - vol. II, Let. 315 
4 Phelps - op. cit. - P. XXXI 
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for all beneath the moon: As I advanced the crags seemed to 
close in, but discovered a narrow entrance turning to the left 
I between them. I followed my guide a few paces, and lo, the 
I 
I 
I hills opened again into no large space, and then all further 
'/ 
way is barred by a stream, that at the height of above 50 feet 
gushes from a hole in a rock, and spreading in large sheets 
over j. ts broken front, dashe8 from steep to steep, and then 
rattles away in a torrent down the valley ••••• "l This 
"Journal" in conjunction with his other works, led directly 
to Wordsworth and the height of the romantic movement. "Even 
before his death, writes Jones, "Gray had sowed the seed of 
nature description in the very fertile mind of the Reverend 
William Gilpin, whose tours later became the Bible of the 
2 picturesque cult." 
Just as Gray's appreciation of nature was Romantic, 
I 
I 
so also were his literary principles. 
II 
,, 
As a rule, however, he 
1
• 
Jl deals but little with the philosophy of literature. Most of :I !i 
!I 
I• his critical pronouncements are on individual authors and in- 11 
ll 
dividual works. Nevertheless, he has left us a few noteworthy /1 
comments of a general nature, perhaps the most famous of wh ich il 
I 
I 
I is that on the language of poetry. On April 4, 1742 West 
1 Phelps - op. cit. P. 121 
2 Jones - op. cit. P. 82 
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II wrote to Gray concerning the latter's "Agr1pp1na": " ..... But I 
II 
'! have something else to say, and that is in relation to the sty~ 
I which appears to me too antiquated. Racine was of another 
I 
I 
! 
~I 
opinion; he nowhere gives you the phrases of Ronsard: His 
language was the language of the times ••••• "l Gray made no de-
lay in answering, so that on April 8 we find him writing: "As 
to matter of style, I have this to say: The language of the agel 
is never the language of poetry; except among the French, 
I 
whose verse, where the thought or image does not support it, I 
differs on nothing from prose. Our poetry on the other hand 
has a language peculiar to itself, to which almost everyone J 
that has written, has added something by enriching it with for-
eign idioms and derivitives: Nay, sometimes words of their own 
li composition or invention. 
II 
!I 
Shakespeare and Milton have been 
I 
and no one more licentious than great creators in this way; 
I 
I 
proof of this tneory of poetic diction so that he concludes, I 
I 
I 
I 
Pope or Dryden, w.ho perpetually borrow expressions from the 
former". 2 There follows a long list of valuable citation in 
" ••••• our language not being a settled thing (like the French) I 
has an undoubted right to words of an hundred years old, provi- !j 
I ded antiquity has not rendered them unintelligible.tt3 Saints- J 
!I I 
\\ 1 Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. - vol. I, P. 102 J 
il !' 
:I 1: 2 Phelps - op. cit. - P. 10:3 1 
!\ :3 ibid - P. 100 1
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bury believes1 that it was this theory which aroused Words-
worth's wrath to attack Gray in his famous preface to the 
"Lyrical Ballads". Yet, not only Time, 2 but even Coleridge, 
Wordsworth's collaborator in the "Lyrical Ballads", came to 
view Gray's position in a more favorable light. 
Another famous criticism of Gray regards the quali-
ties of lyric poetry: "Extreme conciseness of expression, yet 
pure perspicuous, and musical is one of the grand beauties of 
lyric poetry; this I have always aimed at and never could 
attain; the necessity of rhyming is one of the great obsta-
cles to it ••••• "3 II il 
This passage is significant and interesting in many I 
ways. Gray was not the first artist to recognize the bonds il 
i 
I 
of rhyme. Ninety years previously Milton, in his preface to 
i 
"Paradise Lost" had written that rhyme was " •. : ••••• no necessary 
Adjunct or true Ornament of a Poem, or good Verse, in longer 
Works especially". Milton proceeded on this principle, and 
gave to the world his immortal poem in "English Heroic Verse 
without Rime". Gray, however, was not so fortunate for his 
1 Saintsbury- op. cit. - vol. 3, P. 56 
2 For e:xample, T. N. Warren in his "Essays of Poets and Poetry~ 
P. 241: "But Gray was a far better critic t han Wordsworth. '/ 
His account of the nature of poetic diction is far more just! 
and scholarly than Wordsworth". 11 
3 Letter to Mason - Jan. 13, 1758. 1
1 
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realm was the lyric which, as Mil ton insinuates and as he him-11 
I, 
self practised, requires rhyme for the best effects. That lj 
Gray did not -mean that t h is "necessity of rhyming" be applied 
to all forms of poetry is evident from his own "Agrippina", 
I 
and from his criticism of certain verses in Mason's "Elfrida", j 
where he says there is "nothi ng ungracious or improper" about !I 
them, "only the. t they are in rhyme" •1 
The passage is of further value in that it gives us 
a clear insight into Gray's own poetic aims. Furthermore, it 
informs us of his dissatisfaction with his own works, a dis-
J satisfaction happily not harbored by most of us. It will be 
I 
1 generally agreed, I believe, that if any poem in our language 
I ,, 
I 
' 
i 
I. 
II 
is concise, pure, perspicuous and musical, that poem is Gray's 
"Elegy". 
In but few places does Gray break so far with Aug-
ustan principles as in his estimation of the lyric. "The 
true lyric style", he writes, "with all its flights of fancy, 
ornaments, and heightening of express ion, and harmony of sound1 
I 
is in its nature superior to every other style; which is I 
just the cause it could not be borne in a work of great lengtj l 
no more than the eye eould bear to see all this scene that we 1 
\, 
constantly gaze upon - the verdure of the fields and woods, !I 
1 Letter to Mason, 1751 - Northup - op. cit, - P. 169 
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the azure of the sea, and skies, turned into one dazzling ex- · 1
1 
!I panse of gems". 1 Still more unorthodox, is his view of Com- il 
mon Sense, t he great god of the Augus tans: "I must not have // 
my fancy raised to that agreeable pitch of heathenism and wild !! 
II 
magical enthusiasm:- and t hen ha ve you drop me into moral II 
philosophy and cold good sense ••••• Now I insist that sense is ~~ 
nothing in poetry but according to t he dress she wears and the ll 
scene she appears in."2 
Because his own fame rests for mostpeople upon the 
"Elegy", Gray's opinions regarding this species of the lyric 
should be of great interest: "Nature and sorrow, and tender-
ness, are the true genius of such things ••••• poetical orna-
menta, are foreign to the purpose; for they only show a man 
is not sorry:- and devotion worse; for it teaches him that he 
ought not to be sorry, which is all the pleasure of the 
thing". 3 
More important, however, than these generalizations 
are Gray's .obser vations on the hundreds of modern authors 
whom he read and studied. Many of these men have long since 
passed fro m human memory; they died, and their works died 
I 
I 
1 Letter to Mason, Dec. 19, 1756 - Toynbee & Vvhibley - op. 
Let. 230 
2 Saintsbury - op . oit. P. 59 
ci ~ l 
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3 To Horace Walpole - Nov. 1749- Northup op. cit. - P. 149 I 
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with them. · With these, therefore, we need not trouble our-
selves. However, there are numerous au thors, both on the 
Continent and in Great Britain, upon whom Gray's opinions are 
important; and of these we shall first of all treat the 
French. 
Gray's historical propensities led him to t he French 
chronicler, Jehan Froissart (c 133?-1410). "Froissard", he 
writes, "is a favorite book of mine ••••• and it is strange to 
me that People who would give thousands for a dozen Portraits 
(Originals of that time) to furnish a gallery, should never 
cast an eye on so many moving pictures of the life, actions, 
manners and thought of their Aneestors done on the spot and 
in strong thot simple colours ••••• " 1 Eleven years lateral-
most to the very day we find him writing to young Nicholls: 
"I rejoice you have met with Froissart: he is the Herodotus 
of a barbarous age. Had he but had the luck of writing in as 
good a language he might have been immortal\ his locomotive 
disposition (for then there was no other way of learning 
things) his simple curiosity, his religious credulity, were 
much like those of the old Grecian".2 
Gray had a great admiration for Racine, so much so 
that his own "Agrippina" was_ to be modelled minutely after 
/I 
i 
i 
I 
II ,, 
1 Letter to Walpole, Toynbee and Whibley - op. cit. -Let 131 1 
li 2 Letter to Nicholls - Jan. 26, 1 ??1 
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I the Frenchman's "Brita.nnicus": " ••••• he has left us the whole 
I plot of his . unfinished "Agrippina"; and it corresponds de-
I 
tail for detail, with the plot of Racine's "Britannicus". 
Writing to West from Paris on May 22, 1739, he says, " • • • • • I 
can hold my pen no longer, except to tell you that I saw 
/ "Britannicus" last night; all the characters, particularly 
I Agrippina and ~ero, done to perfection."l Eight years later 
he writes to 'Nalpole with whom he had seen "Bri ttanicus" in 
Paris in 1739:"Do you remember •Approchez - vous Nerott2 
Who would not rather have thought of that half line than all 
Mr. Rowe's flowers of eloquence?"3 
Comparing Rae ine with Shakespeare, he says, "I 
don't know what to say to you with regard to Racine; it 
sounds to me as if anybody should fall upon Shakespeare, who 
indeed lies i nfinitely . mo!'e open to Criticism of all kinds, 
but I should not care to be the person that undertook it. If 
you don't like "Athaliah", or "Britannicus", there is no more 
to be said. I have done".4 
1 Tovey - op. cit. - vol. I, P. 27 
2 Act IV, Sc. 2, Racine's "Britannicus" 
I 3 Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. - Let 130 
J1 4 Letter to Wharton - Dec. 19, 1752 - ibid - Let. 171 
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For Marivaux and Crebillon, the younger, Gray had ha1 
a peculiar liking: "Now as the paradisiacal pleasures of the I 
I 
Mahometans consist in playing upon the flute and lying with 
1. the Houris, be mine to read eternal new romances of Marivaux 
and Crebillon."1 This latter author was particularly favored I 
I 
I 
I 
by many of Gray's friends. Walpole knew him personally and 
said of his "Le Sopha ••, "It is admirable". Of the same work 
Gray wrote to Chute from London, " ••••• it seems most people 
here are not such admirers of it, as I was, but I won't give 
up an inch of it for all that".2 
Gray's criticisms of Rousseau are a compound of rare 
wit and excellent judgment. On the whole, he thought little 
of t h is precursor of the French Revolution, but, true critic 
that he was, he was not averse to laud his excellences where-
ever they occurred. Of Rousseau's characters he writes: 
"Rousseau's people do not interest me; there is but one char-
acter and one style in them all. I do not know their facee 
asunder. I have no esteem for their persons or conduct, am 
not touched with their passions; and as to their story, I do 
not believe a word of it, not because it is i mprobable but 
I 
,, 
I 
1
1
, 1 Letter to West - April 8, 1742 - Tovey, op. cit. vol. I. 
p. 97 
I -r 2 Letter to Chute - May 24, 1742 - Toynbee & whibley - op. 
i Let 109 
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hopes of finding some wonderful "denouement" that would set 
I 
all right and bring s?mething like Nature and Interest out of i 
!i 
fl absurdity and insipidity. No such thing, it grows worse and 
' 
worse, and ••••• is the strongest instance I ever saw, that a il 
I' 
very extraordinary man may entirely mistake his own talents. " 2 ! 
i 
I 
He \1 
I 
His opinion of the "Emile" was more favorable. 
advises Dr. Wharton to read it " ••••• because there are a 
thousand lights struck out, a thousand important truths better 
expressed than ever there were before, that may be of service 1 
to the wisest Man". He goes on to praise Rousseau's. observa-
tions on children: " ••••• everybody that has children should 
read it rrore than once~ - but wi shes the religious discussion 
had been omitted. 
1 Letter to Walpole- Dec. 1760- 'l'oynbee & Whibley- op. cit. 
P. 327 
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I 2 Letter to Mason - Jan. 22, 1761 - ibid - Let 329 
=-=-=--=--=-=--=-=-n!i:= -·-------- ----- -- - -- -------- -----
I 
I 
I 
1 
I 
i 
II 
---- ----r-~-
!! 
84 ~~~=~=c==~- II II - ------:--------- = ·· f-==rc==! = 
,! 
1 
I 
! 
' 
11 
,I 
I 
I 
! 
i 
I 
II 
The "Lettres ecrites de la Montagne" convince Gray II 
that Rousseau • ••••• deserved to be burnt, or at least that !I 
1 'I his books did", and that " ••••• always excepting the "contract ~ ~ 
Social", it is the dullest performance he ever published, it 
. . 
is e. weak attempt to separate the miracles from the morality 
of the Gospel ••••• the latter part of the book is to show the 
abuses that have crept into the constitution of his country, 
which point (if you are concerned about it) he makes out very 
and his intention in this is plainly to raise e. tumult I well; 
1 in the City, and to be revenged on the "Petit Counsell" who 
condemned his writings to the flames". 2 
We have already seen Gray's attitude towards Vol-
taire, how in spite of a strong personal animosity, he managed 
to discriminate between the good and bad "of that inexhaustibl 
eternal, entertaining Scribler Voltaire''. 3 Thus, for example, 
of several verses addressed by that author to Frederick the 
Great, he says, " ••••• the thought is Martial's, and many 
others after him; and the Verses frippery enough, as his easy 
poetry usually is. nobody loves him better than I in his grand-
er style".4 In one of his last letters, dated March 17, 1771 
1 The "Emile" was burnt on June 18, 1762, after being 
condemned by the Council of Geneva. 
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and addressed to Walpole, Gray says, "He must have a very 
good stomach that can digest the "Crambe recocta" of Voltaire. 
Atheism is a vile dish, tho' all the cooks in France combine 
to make new sauces for it. As to the Soul, perhaps they may 
have none on the Continent; but I do think we have such 
things in England. Shakespeare, for example, I believe had 
several to his own share. As to the Jews (tho' they do not 
eat pork) I like them because they are better Christians than 
Voltaire". 1 
But one more Continental writer need be mentioned, 
Frederick the Great, the incomparable King of Prussia. As a 
ruler Gray thought Frederick "far superior to the ordinary 
run of Kings•. What he thought of him as an author the 
following comment plainly manifests: "The town are reading 
the K. of Prussia's poetry, (Le Philosophe sans Souci) and I 
have done like the town. 'l'hey do not seem so sick of it, as 
I am. It is all the scum of Voltaire and Lo~d Bolingbroke, 
the "Crambe recocta" of our worst Freethinkers tossed up in 
German-French rhyme". 2 
1 Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. Let. 545 
2Letter to Wharton- Oct. April 22, 1760- ibid Let 311 
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CHAPTER VI 
SPENSER, SHAKESPEARE, MILTON, DRYDEN 
Chaucer died in 1400. From that date to the open-
ing of the eighteenth century England yielded four immortal I I 
! 
authors, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton and Dryden. On each of I 
these satellites Gray has left us a considerable amount of 
critical data. We shall treat of them in turn. 
From his earliest youth Gray devoured the works or 
Edmund Bpenser and, as we know from his metrical tables, his 
intimacy with that Elizabethan far surpassed that of his 
learned contemporaries. A mere glance at these tablesl sub-
stantiates Jones' remark: "The unusual inventiveness of 
li 
I 
I 
11 
• 
I 
I 
I 
Spenser furnished the chief exhibits for the table of meters~:· 
Yet, in Gray's critical works, ~penser is but little mentione 
We find that in the essay on Samuel Daniel he considers him a 
man "of superior talents", and that in the "Observations on 
English Meter" he praises him because he "judiciously shook 
off" the restraint of the fixed cesura. Other than this 
there is no direct criticism. Norton Nicholls, however, has 
furnished us with an interesting bit of information: "Spenser 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. 39-54 
2 Jones - op. cit. - P. 89 
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was among his favourite poets; and he told me he never sat 
!I 
I! 
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down to compose poetry without reading Spenser for a consider- I 
able time previously". Commenting upon Mathias• echoing of 
this statement, Elton makes the interesting observation: "It 
is hard to find in his (that is, Gray's) language anything of 
Spenser ••••• But the faults and virtues of Gray are almost 
complementary to those of Spenser; he does not expand and 
flow but stops and condenses; and there is a note of oratory 
in his verse which is foreign to Spenser altogether."! 
Of far greater value are Gray's comments on Shakes-
peare. We know from Nicholls that he " ••••• places Shakes-
peare high above all poets of all countries and all ages; and 
said that the justest idea of the historical character he 
treatedmight be taken from his plays."2 This information re-
garding "historical characters" is very important in view of 
Gray's position as Professor of Modern History. It shows that 
he, unlike many men less qualified to judge on the matter, had I 
absolutely no objection to Shakespeare's juxtaposition of 
events in order to more vividly depict historical personages. 
In short, he seems to recognize the feasibility of chronolog-
ical inaccuracies, provided only right conceptions are not 
thereby sacrificed. 
11 1 Elton - op. cit. - P. 71 
il 
1 
2 Tovey - op. cit. - P. 280 
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But Gray did not go to Shakespeare merely to learn 
I 
I 
I history. He examined the master's works with the eye of a 
fastidious artist in search of beauty. And beauty he found I 
in abundance, first, in his language, secondly, in his lyrical ! 
passages. "In truth", he says, "Shakespeare's language is one 
of his principal beauties ••••• Every word in him is a picture. 
Pray put me the following lines into the tongue of our modern 
Dramatics: 
'But I that am not shaped for sportive tricks, 
Nor made to court an armourous looking glass, 
I, that am rudely stampt, and want love's majesty, 
To strut before wanton ambling nymph; 
I that am curtailed of this fair proportion, 
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature, 
Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time 
I nto this breathing world, scarce half made up-' 
And what fol l ows. To me they appear untranslatable; and if 
this be the case, our language is greatly degenerated.nl 
Arnold comments: " ••••• at that moment in England there was 
perhaps not one other man, besides Gray, capable of writing 
the passage just quoted."2 
More universal in its a pplication, yet none the less 
complimentary to Shakespeare, Gray, refutes Mason's stand on 
the necessity of the Chorus for dramatic lyrical passages: 
"It is certain that pure poetry may be int roduced without any 
Chorus. I refer you to a thousand passages of "mere" des-
lLetter to West - April 8, 1742 - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. 
Let 103 
2 Arnold - op. cit. - P. 80 
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cription in the Iambic parts of Greek tragedies, and to ten 
thousand in Shakespeare, who is moreover particularly admir-
able in his introduction of pure poetry, so as to join it with 
pure passion, and yet keep close to nature. This he could 
accomplish with passions the most violent, and transporting.:l 
What follows seems to anticipate Dr. Johnson's famous defense 
of Shakespeare's comic scenes. True, Gray does not do this 
explicitly. However, he does say, " ••••• it is nonsense to 
imagine that Tragedy must throughout be agitated with the 
furious passions, or attached by the tender ones;" rather it 
"must pass through a great many cooler scenes and variety of 
•nuances'." Are we not justified in interpreting this as a 
defense, in principle at least, for the introduction of comedy 
into tragedy? 
Be this as it may, Gray does defend Shakespeare on 
one other important po i nt, namely, his use of romantic super-
natural characters. When one recalls the insipidity of 
D'Avenant's Shakespearean alterations how, for example, 
" ••••• the Weird Sisters as conceived by Shakespeare, with 
their solemn suggestion of the Destinies of the Greek and Ro-
man mythology and the Norna of Scandanavia, gave place to 
semi-comic furies, now flying and now participating in spec-
1 Letter to Mason - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. - Let. 165 
,1 
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tacular dances;"1 when one recalls, how such a gross distor-
tion held the eighteenth century stage even after Garrick had 
attempted in other respects to give "Macbeth as written by 
Shakes.peare", then, surely, he can appreciate Gray when he 
writes to Mason that Shakespeare "by good management" was 
able to rende·r 'verisimile' "such absurd stories as the Tem~ 
pest, the Witches in Macbeth, or the Furies in t ·he Midsurnmer's 
Night Dream". 2 
Gray, to be sure, was not blind to Shakespeare's 
faults. Yet, in both prose and poetry he decried the long 
list of eighteenth century Shakespearean :critics who had dis-
paraged "Natu.re's Darling". Thus he puts the following 
verses into "Willy's" mouth: 
Much have I borne from canker'd critics spite, 
From fumbling baronets and critics small, 3 Pert barristers, and parsons nothing bright." 
And further on in the same poem: 
"Better to bottom tarts and cheesecakes nice 
Better the roast meat from the fire to save 
Better be twisted i nto caps for spice 
Than thus be patch'd and cobbled in one's grave." 
I' 
I 
i' His verses in the "Bard" and "The Progress of Poetry" are i 
I 
I too well known to warrant extensive cow~ent. A single reading! 
I' II 
1 Hudson's Introduction to "Macbeth" - P. ixvii 
2 Letter to Mason - Dec. 1751 - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. -
Let 165 
3 "William Shakespeare" - Phelps - op• . cit. - P. 54-55 
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suffices to manifest the depth and sincerity of his admira-
tion for the "immortal Boy" who could 
" . ••••• unlock the gates of Joy 
Of Horror that, and thrilling Fears 
Or ope the sacred source of sympathetic Tears."1 
Historians are wont, at times, to base their most 
conclusive proofs on the so-called "argument from silence", 
thus giving scientific approbation to the time-honoured adage 
that actions speak louder than words. The same method is 
valid in regard to literary criticism: the most complimentary 
tribute that one author can pay to another is that of imita-
tion. It was this tribute which Gray afforded to Milton and 
Dryden as to no one else, and in his most exalted poetic 
moments to Milton alone. Thus Elton remarks: "The notes to 
"The Progress of Poesy" mention its debts to King David, Job, 
Ezekiel, Romer, Pindar , Phynichus, Lucretius, Virgil, Pet-
rarch, and Abraham ~ G ·awley. Yet the foundation of Gray's 
language and numbers is supplied by none of these, but by 
the masters, Milton and Dryden, whom he honours in the text. 
Dryden whom he honours to the end ••••• had hitherto been his 
chief model; but Gray is · now aiming at a different kind of 
grandeur, and finds it in M1~ton". 2 Phelps recognized the 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
Ill Ill 2 Elton- op. cit. - P. 71 
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1 "The Progress of Poetry" - III, 1 
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same when he wrote: "The abundance of Miltonic words and 
phrases in Gray's poems is everywhere noticeable; and the 
"Elegy" was simply the culmination of a class of literature 
which derived its inspiration directly from •rl Penseroso'"•l 
We need not conjecture what qualities or Milton's 
lj 
,, 
I 
I 
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verse were thus palatable to our author's tastes. 
I 
He is most tl I, 
explicit on the point. To him Milton is "the best example of 
an exquisite ear that I can produce." The famous passage 
which follows can, I believe, bear re-quoting: "The more we 
attend to the composition of Milton's harmony, the more we 
sha-ll be sensible how he loved to vary his pauses, his meas-
ures, and his feet, which give that enchanting air of freedom 
and wildness to his versification, unconfined by. any rules but 
those which his own feeling and the nature of his subject de-
manded."2 Again and again he makes mention of the music of 
Milton's numbers. He commends West for two lines which "are 
very picturesque, Miltonic, and musical".3 A couplet of 
Beattie is "Very Pleasing and has much the rhythm and express-
ion of Milton in his youth". 4 He finds that .. Milton in his 
1 Phelps - op. cit. - P. xx 
2 Observat.ions on English l.\"1eter - Northup - op. cit. - P. 29 
3 Letter to West - May 8, 1'742- ibid - P. 137 
4 Letter to Beattie - March 8, 1'7'71 - ibid - P. 303 
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"Paradise Lost" is ever changing and mingling his pauses".l 
In short Milton is to him 
"A Voice, as of the Cherub-Choir, 
Gales from blooming Eden bear".~ · 
However, he recognizes that "Milton, in parts of his poem rolls 
on in sounding words that have little meaning."3 
Epitomizing all . t .hat has been said, for -here we have 
imitation coupled with the highest tribute words can express, 
are the famous lines: 
"Nor second He, that rode sublime 
Upon the seraph-wings of Extasy 
The secrets of th' Abyss to spy. 
He pass'd the flamming bounds of Place and Time: 
The living Throne, the sapphire-blaze 
Where Angels tremble while they gaze 
He saw; but blas ted with excess of light 
Closed his eyes in endless night."4 
Gray's estimation of Dryden exemplies once more that 
discrimi nation between personal dislike and artistic admira-
tion which we have already seen in his view of Voltaire and 
Johnson. In his famous letter5 concerning the laureateship 
• 
1 "Observations in English Meter" - Northup - op. eit. - P. 31 
2 "The Bard" III, 1 
3 Nicholl's "Reminiscences" 
4 "The Progress of Poesy" - III, 2 
5 Let t er to Mason - Dec. 19, 1757 - Tovey - op. cit. - vol I, 
P. 374 
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Gray writes: "Dryden was as disgraceful to the office, from 
his character, as the poorest scribbler could have been from 
his verses". 1 Yet when Beattie failed to recognize Dryden's 
greatness, Gray "told him in reply, that if there were any 
excellence in his own humbers he had learned it wholly from 
that great Poet; and pressed him with great earnestness to 
study him, as his choice of words and versification were 
singularly happy and harmonious."2 
"R.aeabei- Dryden", he said, nand be blind to all his 
faults. 113 
If Mil ton had an "exquisite ear"'· Dryden had "an 
admirable . ear."4 Speaking of Dryden and Pope, he writes: "If 
any future Englishman can attain that height of glory to which :. 
these two poets have risen, let him be less scrupulous, upon ! 
I 
i 
reflecting, that to poetry languages owe their first formation 
elegance, and purity; that our own, which was naturally !J 
rough and barren, borrowed from thence its copiousness and i ta ll 
I 
ornaments; and that the authority of such a poet may perhaps I 
! 
1 The letter contains the interesting comment- "The office it-! 
self has always humbled the professor hitherto (even in ari 
age when kings were somebody}; if a poor writer by making 
him more conspicuous, and if he were a good one by setting 
him at war with the little fry of his own profession, for 
there are poets little enough to envy even a poet-laureat". 
2 Mason - recorded in Toynbee & \vhibley - op. cit. - Let. 413 
3 Letter to Beattie - Oct. 2, 1765 - ibid - Let 413 
4 Remarks on the Poems of John Lydga.te"-Northup op cit P. 98 
94 
redress many of the abuses which time and ill custom have in-
troduced, the pover~y of rhyme, the crowd of monysyllables, 
the collision of harsh consonants, and the want of picturesque 
expression, which, I will be bold to say, our language labours 
under now more than it did a hundred years ago."1 
With Shakespeare, Milton and Pope, Dryden is men-
tioned as a great innovator and creator of language: "Let me 
give you some instances from Dryden, whom everybody reckons a 
great master of our poetical tongue - Full of Jm.itsef'ul mop1ngs-
unlike the ~ of love - a pleasant beverage - a roundalal 
of love - stood Silent in his mood - in proud array - his 
boon was granted - disarray and shameful rout - wavward but 
wise -"2 Obviously the selected epithets, which today are 
as common as any in the language, to eighteenth century ears 
afforded an element of poetic newness and pleasure. 
Regarding particular works, our information is 
again scanty. We hear that a passage in Mason's "Caraetaeus" 
"is stolen from Dryden's uoedipus" " ••••• which left an 1m-
. n3 N 1 pression on my fancy. And the ever-helpful ieho l's re-
1 Northup - op. cit. P. 98 
2 Letter to West - April 4, 1742 - ibid P. 132 
3 Letter to Mason - Nov.l2, 1756 
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remarks: "He admired Dryden, and could not patiently hear him 
criticized. Absalom and Aohitophel, and Theodore and Honoria, 
stood in the first rank of poems in his estimation; and Dry-
den's plays, not as dramatic compositions, but as poetry."1 
As to his prose, he admired it "almost as much as his poetry." 
The verses in "The Progress of Poesy" reveal, on 
reflection, precisely where Dryden ranked in Gray's mind. The 
very fact of mentioning him by name manifests the high regard 
in which he is held, and th.ough he rides in a "less presump-
tuous oar" than Milton, still he scatters 
"Thoughts, that breathe, and words that burn,"3 
and since his passing none has been his equal for 
" ••••• ah\ 'tis heard no more". 4 
1 Reminiscences - Tovey - op .• cit. - P. 279 
2 ibid - P. 282 
3 "The Progress of Poesy" III, 3 
4 ibid - III, 3 
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CHAPTER VII 
THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
From what has been said regarding Gray's romantic 
tendencies, it is not surprising to find him lamenting the 
degeneration of eighteenth century literary art. "Literature" 
he writes to Walpole in 1'747, "to take it in its most compre-
hensive sense, and include everything that requires invention 
and judgment, or barely application and industry, seems in-
deed drawing apace to its dissolution, and remarkably since 
the beginning of the war. I should be glad to know why if 
anyone should tell me."1 
The reason is now an obvious one. Indeed, he in-
directly answers hiw own inquiry, when in July 1760, he 
writes to Wharton of the Ossianic poems: "I am gone mad about 
them ••••• ! was so struck, so exstasie w1th their infinite 
beauty, that I writ into Scotland to make a thousand enquir-
ies." 
Between 1740 and 1760, a momentous literary trans-
ition was taking place. The Citadel of Reason, now tottering 
at its very foundations after the death of Pope, was slowly 
yielding to the once feeble onslaughts of infant Romanticism, 
now demanding in no uncertain terms that recognition which 
1 Letter to Walpole, - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. - P. 131 
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from the beginning of the century had been so vehemently de-
nied. For the Augustans the "knell of parting day" had 
sounded. Romanticism was on the march with an arr~yof form-
idable authors destined before the close of the century to 
sweep all before them. And there stood Gray in the midst or 
them, innocently wondering why literature was "drawing apace 
to dissolution", while all the time he was unconsciously 
leading the army of destruction, ohly to build more glorious 
mansions on the debris of the old. 
That this was the case is evident from his criticism 
of eighteenth ce'ntury authors. Almost invariably his sym-
pa t hies are with the budding Romanticists, though, as usual 
he .gives due praise to the best that the Augustans had to 
offer. For convenience these criticisms may be divided into 
rive categories: on the poets, philoocphers, novelists, drama-
tists, and lastly, the Ossianie fragments. We ehall invest!-
gate each in turn. 
On Jan. 15, 1'748 Robert Dodsley published "A Col-
lection of Poems, By several Hands" which Walpole immediately 
forwarded to Gray. '.l.'his occasioned one of his most precious 
critical essays, for a few days later he writes to Walpole, 
"t am much obliged to you for Mr. Dodsley's book, 
and having pretty well looked it over, will (as 
you desire) tell you my opinion of it ••••• I am 
ashamed to see myself;l but the company keeps 
1 His "Eton Ode", "Ode on the Spring", and "Ode on the Death 
of a Favorite Cat" were anonyrnoously published in the work. 
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me in countenance; so to begin with Mr. Tickell. 
Thisl is not only a statement poem (my ancient 
aversion), but a state-poem on the peace of 
Utrecht. If Mr. Pope had wrote a panegyric on 
it, one could hardly have read it with patience: 
but this only a poor shortwinded imitator of 
Addison, who had himself not above three or 
four notes in poetry; sweet enough indeed, like 
those of a German flute, but such as soon tire 
and satiate the ear with their frequent return. 
Tickell has added to this a great poverty of 
sense, and string of transitions that hardly be-
come a schoolboy. However, I forgive him for 
the sake of his ballad,2 which I always thought 
the prettiest in the world. All there is of 
Mr. Greene3 .here has been printed before: there 
is a profusion of wit everywhere; reading would 
have formed his judgment, and harmonized his 
verse, for even his woodnotes often break out 
into strains of real poetry and music. The 
School-mistress is excellent in its kind, and 
masterly, and (I am sorry to differ from you) 
but London is to me one of those few imitations, 
that have all the ease and all the spirit of the 
original. '11he same mants4 verses at the open-
ing of Garrick's theatre are far from bad. Mr. 
Dyer (here you will despise me highly) has more 
of poetry in his imagination than almost any of 
our number; but rough and injudicious ••••• 
:Mr. Lyttelton is a gently elegiac person ••••• 
I like Whitehead's little poems, I mean the Ode 
on a tent, the verses to Garrick, and particularly 
those to Charles Townshend, better than anything 
I had seen before of him,.; •••• What shall I say to 
1 "on the Prospect of Peace" 
2 "colin and Lucy" 
3 "The Spleen" was among his selections 
4 Dr. Johnson 
II 
II 
i\ 
!I 
I' 
·I II II 
il 
lj 
I 
I 
I 
i 
I 
i 
I 
I 
99 
Mr. Lowth, Mr. Ridley, Mr. Rolle, the Reverend 
Mr. Brown, Seward etc.? If I say, Messieurs\ 
this is not tbe thing; write prose, write sermons, 
write nothing at all; they will disdain me, and 
my advice ••••• The town is an owl if it don't like 
Lady Mary, and I am surprised at it: we here are 
owls enough to think her ecologues very bad; but 
that I did not wonder at."l 
The judiciousness and justice of these comments, 
though Saints bury2 dislikes the "rough and injudicious" remark 
on Dyer, Time and succeeding critic.s have substantiated. 
Of Tickell, Addison, Dyer and Lady Mary Montagu, Gra 
makes no further noteworthy comn:ent. Shenstone's poetry is 
mentioned again in a letter to Wharton: "But then there is 
Shenstone, who trusts to nature and simple sentiment, why 
does he do not better? He goes hopping along his own gravel 
walks, and never deviates from the beaten paths for fear of 
being lost."3 
In several other places he rema r ks on Whitehead, who 
succeeded to the Laureateship on Gray's refusal in 175'7. Thus 
he writes to Wharton, 11 I do not dislike the Laureat at all\4 
and to Mason, "The Laureat has honoured me, (as a Friend of 
yours, fori know no other reason) with his new Play5 and his 
1 Letter to Walpole - Jan. or Feb. 1'748 - Toynbee & Whibley 
op. cit. - Let· 144 
2 Saintsbury - op. cit. - P. 58 
3 Letter to Wharton - March 8, 1758 - Northup - op. cit. - P 2 
4 Letter to Whe.'rton .. Dec. 1 '758 - 'l'oynbee & VJhibley op cit Let 
5 His "The School of Lovers" 35'7 
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Charge to the Poets, the first very middling; the second I am 
pleased with, chiefly with the sense, and sometimes with the 
verse and express-ion; and yet the best thing he ever wrote 
1: was that Elegy against Friendship you once shew'd me, where 
the sense was detestable; so that you see it is not all 
necessary a Poet shollld be a good sort of Man, no, not even in 
his writings."1 
Swift found little favor with Gray. One verse, 
however, seems to have particularly struck his fancy: "'Twas 
Madam in her grogram gown". 2 Other than this there are but 
two critical comments on the Gloomy Dean. In the first he 
inquires of Walpole: " ••••• have you read yourself to sleep 
with Dr. Swift's conversation, 3 as I did? that confounded 
Lady Answerall, tho' she says less than anybody is the devil 
to mel pray did you ever see an. elephant? I have •••• ~4 
In the second he writes to Wharton of the once disputed 
"History of the Four Last Years of the Queen": "I have read 
Dr. Swift and am disappointed".5 
1 Letter to Mason - Feb. 1762 - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit.-
Let. 357 
2 From "Be.ucis and Philemon" - Gray quotes t he line twice- in 
a letter to Mason, Aug. 1766 and again to Nicholls, 
Nov. 5, 176? 
3 "Genteel and Ingenious Conversations" 
4 Letter to Walpole - Mar. 1?38, Toynbee & Whibley- op. 
Let 50 
· 5 Letter to Wharton - March 8, 1?58 - ibid - Let. 26? 
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Somewhat more inexplicable is his view on Parnell, 
whose "Night-Piece on Death" is universally considered a prime 
source of the "Elegy". When Mason inquired of this poet's 
posthumous volume, Gray replies: "Parnell is the dunghill of 
Irish Grub Street".1 Dr. Yonge's "Nitt Toats", as he humour-
ously calls that work in i mitation of a German woman of his 
acquaintance, Gray thought surrered from a "redundancy of 
thought 11 • 2 
Thomson was more to his liking: " ••••• there is a 
Poem by Thomson, the Castle of Indolence, with some good 
Stanzas."3 And in 1760 he compares his "Winter" to the 
Ossianic fragments, praising him for his ability to describe 
"the shrill and plaintive note 11 of winter's gusty winds: 
"Thomson had an ear sometimes: he was not deaf to this; and 
has described it gloriously, but given it another different 
turn, and of more horror. I cannot repeat the lines: it is in 
his ~linter".4 Nicholls has left t he following excellent sum-
mary of Gray's opinion on this author: "He thought Thomson had 
1 Letter to Mason, Aug. 11, 1'758 - Tovey - op. cit. - vol. II, 
p. 37 
2 Nicholl's fiReminiscences" - ibid - P. 281 
3 Letter to Wharton - no date - ibid - Vol. I, P. 1'78 
4 Letter to Stonehewer - June 29; 1760 - ibid - Vol. II, 
P. 155. Tovey conjectures the forgotten lines might be 
either of three passages. 
102 
one talent beyond all other poets, that of describing the 
various appearances of nature; but that he failed men he 
ventured to step out of this path, and particularly when he 
ventured to be Il!Oral, in which attempt he always became ver-
boee."1 
Gray considered Pope " ••••• the finest writer, one of 
them, we ever had". Moreover, when the Master of Twickenham I 
was attacked for his alleged sympathy for the 'Young Pretender, 1 
Gray staunchly stands by his former opinion of him: "It is I 
not from what he told me of himself t hat I thought well of I 
him, but from a humanity and goodness of heart, ay a greatness / 
d n2 of mind, that runs t hrough his private corres pon ence ••••• 
That this opinion of Pope survived all evidence to the con-
trary we know from Nicolls who knew Gray in his later years: 
"He t hought that Pope had a good heart despite his peevish 
temper."3 
But here again there is a dearth of direct critical 
data. We saw that Gray considered Pope among the great in-
ventors of words: " ••••• no one more licentious than Pope and 
Dryden112 in this respect. We saw, too, that not even if Pope 
1 "Reminiscences - Tovey - op. cit. P. 280 
2 Letter to Walpole - Feb. 3, 1746 - ibid - vol. I, P. 126 
3 "Reminiscences" - ibid - P. 281 
j 
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had written on the peace of Utrecht "could we have read him 
with patience.n We saw, moreover, that Gray placed Pope, alo 
with Dryden, on the "height of glory 11 • Other than this there 
is but one valuable critical comment. It is on the "New 
Dunciad": "As to the Dunciad, it is greatly admired; the 
Genii of Operas and Schools, with their attendants, the pleas 
of t he Virtuosos and Florists, and the yawn of dullness in 
the end, are as fine as anything he has written. The Meta-
physicians' part is to me the worst.; and here and there a 
few ill-expressed lines, and some hardly intell1gible •••• n1 
For turther information we must rely once more on 
the "Reminiscencesn of Nicholls. Here we discover Pope's 
I 
"Iliad" stood very high in his estimation: " ••••• when he heard . 
it criticized as wanting the simplicity of the original, or 
bei.ng rather a paraphrase than a translation, and not giving 
a just idea of the poets style and manner he always said, 
'There would never be a translation of the same poem like itl" 
Here, too, we learn that he "liked the poetry of Pope in gen-
eral", and agreed with Shenstone that 'Pope had the art of 
condensing a thought', but that his letters "were not good 
letters, but better things."2 
1 Letter to West - after March 25, 1742 - Northup - op. cit. -
P. 131 
2 "Reminiscences" - Tovey - op. cit. - P. 281 
104 
Gray's most inexplicable criticism appeared in a 
letter to Wharton, Dec. 1746: "Have you seen the Works of ~vo 
young Authors, a Mr. Warton and a Mr. Collins, both Writers 
or Odes? it is odd enough, but each is half a considerable 
Man, and one the Counter-Part of the other, t he first has but 
little Invention, very poetical choice or Expression, and a 
good EarJ the second a fine Fine rancy, model'd upon the 
Antique, a bad Bar, a great Variety of Words, and images with 
no choice at all. they both deserve to last some Years, but 
will not."1 Thomas Warton with greater foresight directly 
contradicts our author's false prophesy. Collins' "Odes", 
he says, "will be remembered while any taste ro.r pure poetry 
remains."2 But it is not this error which is most startling, 
for as Saintsbury points out, "the very keenest eyes ••••• 
will err in this way". 3 But that the author of the immortal 
"Elegy" should attribute a "bad Ear" to the author of the 
equally immortal "Ode to Evening" seems almost incredible. 
The proximity of the two men in thought and mood, as well as 
in expression, warranted for Collins better treatment at 
Gray's hands. Take, for example, the two following stanzas. 
1 Letter to Wharton- Dec. 1746 - Toynbee & Whibley - op. cit. 
Let. 129 
2 Warton's "History" - published 1774 
3 Saintsbury - op. cit. - P. 58 
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They are so similar that I dare say they could be interchanged 
without serious detriment to either author's reputation: 
Collins-
"For him, in vain, his anxious wife shall wait 
Or wander forth to meet him on his way 
For him, in vain, at to-fall of the day 
His babes shall. linger at th' unclosing gate"l (1746) 
Gray-
"For them no more · the blazing hearth shall burn 
Or busy housewife ply her evening eare 
No children run to lisp their sire's return 
Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share."2 
(1751) 
Even granting that, in this instance, Gray has improved upon 
Collins, how can we explain his comment as applied to the 
"Ode to Evening" and that exquisite little masterpiece begin-
1 
ning "How sleep the brave"? We know from Nicholls, as well as j 
from his own letters, that Gray did not favor the \U11Ph!med~-· :·. ·::: '; 
lyric. This might explain his unsympathetic attitude in the 
ease of the former. But if Gray was familiar with the latter 
(and it seems that he was) his remarks on Collins are inex-
cusable. No poem that I know of, not even the "Elegy" it-
self, comes closer to Gray's own ideal of lyric perfection: 
"Extreme conciseness of expression, yet pure perspicuous, 
and musical is one of the grand beautie8 of lyric poetic." 
lnode on the Superstitions of the Highlands" - 11. 121-125 
2 "Elegy" - 11. 21-25 
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Gray placed Beattie among the foremost of his con-
speaking, no small amount of criticism, thereby necessitating · i 
selection. Of "The Hermit" he writes: " ••••• the sentiments j 
are such as a melancholy imagination naturally suggests in 
solitude and silenee ••••• the diction ie elegant and unre-
strained, not loaded with epithets and figures, nor flagging 
into prose. The versification is easy and harmonious. My 
only objection is to the first part of this line 
'Perfumed with fresh fragrance etc.' 
where the consonants are harsh and frequent, tho' the image 
1 is good and the words in all other respects well chosen." 
On the day that he signed his will, July 2, 1770, Gray writes 
to Beattie a lengthy letter in which, after mentioning 
"certain pains 1n the head ••••• a.nd great dejection of spirits" 
he continues concerning "The Minstrel": "The truth is, I 
greatly like all I have seen and wish to see more. The de-
sign is simple and pregnant with poetical ideas of various 
kinds, yet seems somehow imperfect in the end ••••• As to de-
scription, I have always thought that it made the most grace-
ful ornament of poetry, but never ought to make the subject. 
Your ideas are new and borrowed from a mountainous country, 
1 Letter to Beattie - Aug. 12, 1767 - Toynbee & Whibley -
op. cit. - Let. 451 
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the only one that can furnish truly picturesque scenery."1 
In one of his very last letters, to Beattie, March 8, 1 
1771, Gray returns once more to "The Minstrel". After promis-
ing to give his "undisguised opinion of him", he proceeds: 
ni think we should wholly adopt the language of Spenser's time, 
or wholly renounce it. You say you have done the latter; but 
in effect you retain "fared', 'forth', 'meed', 'wight', 'ween', 
'gand', 'shene', 'in sooth', 'aye' etc; obsolete words at 
least in this part of the island, and only known to those that 
read our ancient authors, or such as imitate them." 2 He then 
goes on to examine the poem in detail. Of stanza eleven he 
remarks: "But this, of all others is my favorite stanza. It 
is true poetry; it is inspiration; (only to show it is mor-
tal) there is one blemish; the word 'garniture' suggesting 
the idea of dress, and what is worse, of French dress."3 Of 
1 . · stanza 74 he says in a most un-Augustan fashion: "This is 
charming, the thought and expression. 
1 Letter to Beattie - July 2, 1770 - Toynbee & Whibley -
op. cit. - Let_~ , 529 
2 Letter to Beattie - March 8, 1771 - ibid - Let 544 
3 Beattie writes - "I have often wished to alter this same 
word but have been unable to hit upon a better". Tovey 
points out that this is now part of stanza 5. -cf. "Poetry 
and Prose 1660-180011 Shepherd and Wood - P. 776 for the 
verses to which Gray alludes. I 
II 4 Now part 
---~~-- -
of stanza 5 - Tovey 
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critical as to add, but it is 'lyrical', and therefore be-
longs in a different species of poetry. Rules are but chains, 
good for little, except when one can break through them; and 
what is fine gives me so much pleasure, that I never regard 
what place it is in." Further on he rebukes Beattie for 
"excess of alliteration", and wisely advises him not to "in-
dulge too much in description and reflect1on 11 lest the reader 
grow 1'mpat1ent. He concludes with the following comment on 
the "Essay on the Immutability of Truth": "I am happy to hear 
of your success in another way, because I think you are serv-
ing the cause of human nature, and the true interest of man-
kind. Your book is read here too, and with just ~pplause." 
What shall we say of the innumerable criticisms on 
the works of the "impossible Mason"? Only this, that they 
afforded Gray an opportunity to expound his literary theories 
without reserve. In this respect, the letters to Mason, the 
important contents of which we have already discussed, are 
truly invaiuable. Other than this, they are almost valueless, 
for as Prof. Northup points out, " ••••• he did not take Mason' 
effusiohs too seriously."l Furthermore, we have incontro-
vertible evidence that "Scroddles", despite his own claims 
to the contrary, suppressed no small portion of their con-
tents. Such garbled criticisms are next to worthless. And 
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. XXXVIII 
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so we pass on to the philosophers, Hume, Bolingbroke, Shaftes-
bury. I 
Gray's attitude towards David flume is not ·unexpected 1 
From what we observed of his opinions upon the theological j 
and religious tenets of Voltaire and Rousseau, we might have ,
1 
. I 
guessed his contempt and antipathy to this Scotch Philosopher: I/ 
"I have always thought David Hume a pernicious writer, and lJ 
believe he bas done as much mischief here as in his own / 
country. A turbid and shallow stream often appears to our 
apprehensions very deep. A professed sceptic can be guided 
by nothing but his present passions (if he has any) and inter-
ests; and to be masters of his philosophy we need not his 
books or advice, for every child is capable of the same thing, 
without any study at all. Is not that 'naivete' and good 
humour, which his admirers celebrate in him, owing to this, 
that he has continued all his days an infant, but one that 
has unhappily been taught to write."1 
As a historian, though he did condescend to seek 
his aid in regard to the Ossianic fragments, we know that 
Gray "looked on his History of England as meagre in facts, as 
well as full of misrepresentations; in short, not a proper 
source of information." 
1 Letter to Beattie - July 2, 1770 - Tovey - op. cit. -
Vol. III - P. 289 
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1 
Gray's views on the philosophy of Lord Bolingbroke, 
though more dignified in expression than his condemnation of 
Hume, are none the less emphatic. He recognizes the absurd-
ities of Bolingbroke's frigid deism, and, after demonstrating 
the fallacies of his position on human incapacity to discover 
God's goodness, he concludes with the masterful bit of irony: 
" ••••• we ought to rest our head on the soft pillow of resig-
nation, on the immoveable rock of tranquillity; secure, that, 
if our pains and afflictions grow violent indeed, an immed-
iate end will be put to our miserable being, and we shall be 
mingled with the dirt under our fe e t, a thing common to all 
animal kind; and of which he who complains does not seem to 
have been set by his reason so far above them in life, as to 
deserve not to be mingled with them in death. Such is the 
consolation his philosophy gives us, and such the hope on 
which his tranquillity was founded."1 
Equally interesting, but in a lighter vein, is 
Gray's reply to Stonehewer's inquiry about Lord Shaftesbury's 
former favor: "I will tell you: First, he was Lord; 2 dly, 
he was as vain as any of his readers; ~ dly, men are very 
prone to believe what they do not understand; 4 thly, they 
will believe anything at all, provided they are under no obli-
1 "on the Philosophy of Lord Bolingbroke" - Tovey - op. cit. -
Vol. II, P. 46 
111 
II 
gation to believe it; 5 thly, they love to take a new road, 
even when that road leads to nowhere; 6 thly, he was reckoned 
a fine writer, and seemed to always mean more than he said. 
Would you have any more reasons? An interval of above forty 
years has pretty well destroyed the charm. A dead Lord ranks 
with Commoners: Vanity is no longer interested in the matter, 
for the new road has become an old one ••••• nl 
The eighteenth century was particularly deficient 
in literary dramatic production. · Consequently Gray has left 
very little comment in this regard. Nicholls informs us that 
he 11Thought the comedies of Gibber excellent"~ and in a letter 
to Walpole, March 3, 1771 we discover a few scanty comments on 
several plays long since forgotten. One dram$, however, seems 
to have met with his approval. This was Home's "Douglas", 
of which he writes : "I am greatly struck with the Tra'gedy of 
Douglas, tho' it has infinite faults. the Author seems to me 
to have retrieved the true language of the stage, which had 
been lost for these hundred years; and there is one Scene 
(between Matilda and the old Peasant) so masterly that it 
strikes me blind to all the defects in the word."3 The same 
1 Letter to Stonehewer - Aug. 18, 1758 - Tovey - op. cit. -
Vol. J. I, P. 41-42 
2 Nicholl's"Reminiscences" - ibid - P. 280 
3 Letter to Bedington - Aug. 10, 1757 - Toynbee & Whibley -
op. cit. - Let. 244 
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author's "Agis" found less favour: "I cry to think that it 
should be by the author of "Douglas": Why, it is .all modern 
Greek; the story is an antique statue painted white, and red, 
and frized, and dressed in a negligee made by a Yorkshire 
k nl mantua-rna er. 
Of contemporary novelists we find several fine 
comments. Thus be writes to West of Fielding's 11 Joseph 
Andrews", "The incidents are ill laid and without invention; 
but the characters have a great deal of nature, which always 
pleases even in her lowest shapes. Parson Adams is perfectly 
well; so is Mrs. Slipslop, and the story of Wilson; and 
throughout he shows himself well read in Stage-Coaches, 
Country Squires, Inns, and Inns of Court. His reflections on 
high people and low people, and misses and masters, are very 
d It goo ••••• Smollett's nPeregrine Pickle" he finds "very poor 
indeed with a few exceptions"; 2 while of Starnes "Tristram 
Shandy" he says: " ••••• there .is much good fun in it, and 
humour sometimes hit and sometimes mist". 3 For his estimation 
of Richardson we must turn again to the "Reminiscences" where 
Nicholl's informs concerning "Clarissa" that Gray "knew no 
instance of a story so well told, and spoke with the highest 
commendation on the strictly dramatic propriety, and consis-
1 Letter to Wharton - Mar·. 8, 1 '758 - Toynbee & Whibley 
op. cit. - Let 268 
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I 2 Letter to Walpole - March 3, 1751-ibid - Let 15'7 
3 Letter to Wharton - June 20, 1'760 - ibid - Let 313 -==1~~=- ==I 
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tency of the characters perfectly preserved, and supported 
from the beginning to the end, in all situations and circum-
stances; in every word, action, and look. In the delineation 
of the character of Lovelace alone he thought the author had 
failed ••••• He allowed great, but inferior merit to "Sir 
Charles Grandison"~ Lastly, of Walpole's "Castle of Otranto": . 
"It engages our attention here, makes some of us cry a little, 
and all in general afraid to go to bed o'nights. We take it 
for a translation, 2 and should believe it to be true, if it 
were not for St. Nicholas."3 
The historic publication in 1760 of James MacPher-
son's "Ossianic Fragments" commenced a literary controversy 
the reverberations of which have yet to die. The dispute is 
twofold, firstas to th~ir authenticity, Secondly, as to their 
literary ' merit. Needless to say, this is not the place to 
treat of these matters; in all probability the first will 
never be satisfactorily settled, while the a pprobation of such 
men as Goethe, Herder, Blake, ' C.hataubriand, and Lamartine, 
seems, in spite of Dr. Johnson, to have established their 
1 Tovey - op. cit. ~ Vol. II - P. 287 
2 Tovey remarks: "As it professed to be on its title page; 
the meaning therefore clearly is, we are such dolts here 
as to be taken in by the title-page". 
3 Letter to Walpole - Dec. 30, 1764 - ibid - Vol. III, P. 55 
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place in our literature. Here, however, we are merely inter-
ested in what Gray thought on these two questions, and, for-
tunately, he has left us abundant evidence. 
As to their authenticity, Gray was forever in 
doubt. As early as April, 1760, we find him writing to Wal-
pole: "I cannot help giving you the trouble to enquire a 
little farther about them, and should wish to see a few lines 
of the original, that I may form some slight idea of the lan-
guage, the measures, and the rhythm. Is there anything known 
of tbe author or authors, and of what antiquity they are 
1 
supposed to be?" In July of the same year he writes to 
Wharton after having received several letters from Mac Pher-
son of whom he has me.de "a thousand enquires": "The lett~rs 
I have in return are -ill wrote, ill reasoned, unsatisfactory, 
calculated (one would imagine) to deceive one, and yet not 
cunning enough to do it cleverly. In short the whole exter-
nal evidence would make one believe these fragments · (for so 
he calls them, though nothing can be more entire} cou.nterfeit: 
but the internal is so strong on the other side, that I am · 
resolved to believe them genuine, spite of the Devil and the 
Kirk. It is impossible to convince me, that they were inven-
ted by the same man that writes me these letters. On the 
1 Letter to Walpole - April 1760 - Toynbee & v hibley - op. 
cit - Let 310 
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other hand, it is almost as hard to suppose, if they are or-
I 
iginal, that he should be able to translate them so admirably. 
What can one do?"1 Then again in August he writes to Mason: 
"I continue to think them genuine, though my reasons for be-
lieving the contrary are rather stronger than ever: but I will 
have them antique for I never knew a Scotchma.n2 of my own 
time that could read, much less write, poetry."3 And lastly, 
in January 1761, he writes again to Wharton, " ••••• I remain 
still in doubt about authenticity of these poems, though 
inclining rather to believe them genuine in spite of the 
world. Whether they are the inventions of antiquity, or of a 
modern ScotcrJ.IDan, either · ca.se is to me alike unaccountable."4 
But never for an instance did Gray doubt their lit-
erary merit. We have seen that he went "mad about them", 
that he was "extasie with their infinite beauty". He writes 
to Walpole: "If I · were sure that any one now living in Scot-
land had written them to divert himself, and laugh at the 
credulity of the world, I would undertake a journey into the 
Highlands only for the pleasure of seeing him."5 Again he 
1 Letter to Vfuarton - July 1760 - Phelps, op. cit. - P. 86-87 
2 He had not yet become acquainted with Beattie. 
3 Letter to Mason - Aug. 7, 1760 - ibid - P. 88 
4 Phelps 
- op~ cit. - p. 90 
5 Letter .to Walpole - ibid - P. 84 
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says of them: " ••••• extremely fine. In short this man is a 
very Daemon of poetry, or he has lighted on a treasure hid 
for ages."1 
The last allusion to MacPherson and his works in any 
of Gray's extant letters occurs in a letter to Rev. James 
Brown, Feb. 17, 1763. It is significant that no mention is 
here made concerning their authenticity, for it appears that 
some offense had been taken by the Highlanders in this respect. 
Whibley admirably sums up Gray's position: "It is clear that 
from first to last he was consistent in his sincere admiration 
of the poems. He realized the objections regarding them as 
genuine, and saw the force of general opinion against them. 
His doubts remained, but the difficulty of supposing the 
poems were the c ompos~ion of MacPherson seemed as great as the 
acceptance of MacPherson's claims. It is possible that his 
doubts becan:.e more positive before his death, and it is per-
~Aps significant that the letters he wrote after his journey 
to Scotland in 1'765 there is no mention of Ossian , although 
he talks of the Highlanders at Glamis "singing Erse-songs all 
2 the daylong." 
1 Letter to Vfuarton - July 1760 - Phelps - op. cit. P. 87 
2 Toynbee and Whibley - Vol. III, Appendix L - P. 1226 -
Herein is contained an excellent exposition of Gray's 
Ossianic opinions. 
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CONCLUSION 
The disproportion between Gray's qualifications and 
his productivity, has long since been recognized. The reasons 
for this sterility, both in prose and poetry, has been a fav-
orite battleground of critics for the past century or more -
a battleground on which neither army has enjoyed, or is likely 
to enjoy, a decisive victory. The opposing forces may be dis-
tinguished as "Environmentalists" and "Personalists". The 
former, with Matthew Arnold as their chief, maintain that 
Gray wrote so little because of "the want of e. genial atmos-
phere, the failure of sympathy in his contemporaries was too 
great ••••• Coming when he did, arid endowed as he was, he was a 
man born out of date, a man whose full spiritual flowering was 
impossible."1 The latter, under the leadership of Prof. 
Phelps, place the responsibility on Gray's scholarly tempera-
ment, his "rigorous self-criticism", hiS wretched health, and, 
. 2 
finally, his excessive reticence. In all likelihood, the 
truth lies somewhere between these extremes. · Just where is 
not for us to determine in these few pages. Rather, let us, 
with Leslie Stephens, "take what we can get and be thankful". 3 
It now remains for us to evaluate Gray as a critic. 
1 Arnold's "Essays in Criticism - Second Series - op. cit. 
P. 90-91 
2 Phelp,s - "Selections from the Prose and Poetry of Thomas 
Gray' - op. cit. - P. XVIII-XIX 
3 "Hours in a Library" - P. 135 
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Here we must distinguish between his manner and his matter. 
The former profoundly influenced subsequent critical study; 
the latter no less profoundly influenced the growth of Roman-
tic ism. In both, Gray broke with the bulk of his contempora-
ries. 
The Augustan critical method, as we have seen, was 
one of comparison, comparison with the ancients. To them a 
work which did not coincide with their conception of the 
classics was either condemned as "Gothic" or altogether neg-
lected. Gray, on the other hand, approached criticism from 
an entirely ~ifferent direction. His mind was ever open to 
all forms of literature, and he based his opinions on the in-
trinsic merit of the work rather than on any preconceived 
notions. He "speaks always with the air of a learner rather 
than with that of an expert or authority, and assuming this 
attitude and thus teaching others to assume it was not the 
least of his services to literary criticism."l Moreover, 
Gray emphasized an historical approach to criticism. He 
tried to study literature in the light of the age in which it 
was written, and thus to evaluate it, first as regards its 
own merit, and secondly in respect to its influence. Closely 
related to this "constant appeal to h~story"2 was his insis-
1 Northup - op. cit. - P. XXXIV 
2 Saintsbury- op. cit. - Vol. III, - P. 60 
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tence ~or criticism of a sound basis in scholarship. Hence 
Prof. Northup writes: "Gray holds a high place among the 
critics o~ his time partly because o~ his scholarship. Coming 
midway between Bentley and Parson (he was twenty-five when 
Bently died and forty-three when Parson was born), he bridges 
the gap between these great lights of Trinity College, and 
what is more important, his deep interest in Greek studies 
may be said to herald the dawn of the modern study of Greek 
literature."1 
We have seen that the matter of Gray's criticisms 
was largely Romantic. His attitude towards nature clearly 
manifests him as "one of the first men in Europe who had any 
real appreciation of wild and Romantic scenery."2 In him 
"we hear the modern tune". 3 His interests in Celtic and 
Scandinavian literature, his high regard for the lyric, his 
deep appreciation of Chaucer, Lydgate, Spenser, Shakespeare 
and Milton, his sympathy for the budding Romanticists o~ his 
own day, in short, the whole tenor of his critical works man-
ifest an "acknowledgement at last of the plain and obvious 
truth, 'other times and other we.ys'". 4 That he did not 
1 Northup - o:p. cit. 
-
P. XXXIV 
2 Phelps - op. cit. 
-
P. 1 66-167 
3 Phelps 
-
ibid 
-
4 Saintsbury - op. cit. - Vol. III, - P. 63 
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neglect classics only emphasizes the universality of his 
tastes. He loved the ancients as well as the Augustans, and 
perhaps knew their works ·better than any one of them. Well, 
therefore, might we agree with Prof. Saintsbury's estimate 
that in Gray we find "nearly all the notes of reformed, re-
vived, we might almost say reborn, criticism ••••• in short, a 
mixture of catholicity with tolerance, which simply does not 
exist anywhere before."1 
1 Saintsbury - op. cit. - vol. III, P. 63 
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COMPREHENSIVE ABSTRACT 
Literary England in the first half of the eighteenth 
century was dominated by the so-called neo-Classical creed. 
With its emphasis on "reason", "good sense", "nature", and 
"the way of the ancients" it quickly subdued all efforts of 
Romantic reaction. The seeds of Romantism, however, were 
never entirely crushed, so that when Gray entered upon his 
literary career the differences between t he two schools were 
clearly perceptible. 
Coming under such circumstances, Gray promised to 
be the literary light of his age. He possessed all the essen-
tial qualifications of Pope's "ideal critic", namely, disin-
terestedness, learning, taste, humility and sympathy. Further 
more, he had qualifications over and above those set down by 
Pope, a natural tendency towards humor, both gentle and sat-
iric, a fine poetic ear, an uncommonly and clear facile prose 
style. In short, Gray was potentially an "ideal critic". 
The matter .of his critical works is fourfold: on 
the ancients, Middle English poetryJ on contemporary authors. 
on nature. The manner is likewise fourfold: systematic notes, 
formal essays, letters, poetry. The first division is to be 
followed throughout this work. 
The extent of Gray's "Libri Classici" clearly mani-
fests his familiarity with the ancients. However, his utter-
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ances on the classical writers are for the most part explana-
tory rather than critical. He held the "Phaedo" of Plato and 
!socrates' "on the Peace" in high regard, wh~le portions of 
the poems of Pindar "equal anything I have met with". Though 
his profound study of the classics ended in 1748, Plato con-
tinued to hold his attention till 1756. The sixth book of the 
"Republic" Gray considered Plato's best work. He finds that 
Aristotle "tastes for all the World like ehop'd Hay" but 
"••••• he has an abundance of find uncommon Thinge wh1eh 
make him well worth the pains he gives one". The Greek 
dramatists are but seldom mentioned, but his evaluation of the 
utility of the Chorus is of grea t value. Of the Romans, 
Tacit~s was Gray's favorite, the conciseness of that author 
he believed to be "inimitable". No noteworthy coro~ent on 
the other great Latin authors is to be found in Gray's works. 
Dante was his favorite of the great Italian trium-
virate, while Petrarch is "sometimes tender and natural" and 
Boccacio fails to be mentioned. The second Italian school 
of Ariosto and Tasso, he finds is "an improvement on the 
first", but other than this we find no comment. 
Gray's "History of English Poetryu had hardly been 
started when he became so entangled in curiosities that fail-
ure was inevitable. After some years, he communicated his 
still extant plan to 'l'homas Warton who rejected it because 
it "sacrificed much useful intelligence to the observance of 
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arrangement". However, sufficient material has come to us to I 
formulate some idea on Gray's method and attitude. Several 
I essays of the proposed history are of prime value, namely, on I 
meter, on the origin of rhyme, on John Lydgate, on Samuel I 
Daniel. In the "Observations on English Meter", Gray prornul-
gates his theory on Chaucer's versification and explodes the 
doctrine of the fixed cesura. In the essays on the origin of 
rhyme he concludes that in all probability rhyme had its 
source among the co~mon people, and that English rhyming may 
be traced to the Britons, though its prevalence was due large-
ly to the Norman influence after the Conquest. 
The essay "on the Poems of John Lydgate", defends 
the length of Lydgate's poems, compares Lydge.te with Chaucer, 
and gives an excellent evaluation of his poetic merit~ The 
short essay on Samuel Daniel explified Gray's conciseness of 
expression, his ability to find good qualities in an author 
of secondary importance, and his keenness in discovering the 
effect of environment on poetic excellence. 
Gray's letters contain many "flashes of criticism" 
which show that he "had a finer understanding of his art 
than, perhaps, any man of his age". On the whole these crit-
ical comments are Romantic in tendency. His appreciation of 
wild nature, both in Italy during his youth and in the Lake 
District in later years, anticipated Wordsworth's attitude. 
,, 
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His literary creed is likewise Romantic. His doct-
rine on poetic diction is evidence or his dissatisfaction 
with the worn-out neo-classical vocabulary, while his empha$:1s 
on the value of the lyric and his view of "good sense" in 
poetry, are definitely opposed to the Augustan creed. 
Of French authors he cdnsidered Froissart the 
"Herodotus of a barbarous age", and urged Nicholls to -continue 
his reading of him who nmight have been immortal" had he 
written in the Greek tongue. Racine was held in great admir-
ation, especially because of his "Athaliah" and "Britannicus" 
the latter being the model of Gray's own "Agrippina". Mari-
vaux and Crebillon pleased him greatly, while Rousseau, on 
the whole, found little t'avor. The "Emile", however, "has a 
thousand important truths better expressed than anywhere 
else." Gray's opinions on Voltaire exemply his ability to 
discriminate between a "personal" and "real" estimate of an 
author. Personally he dislike Voltaire because of his polit-
ical and religious works. His "grander style", that is his 
dramas, is held in greater esteem. F'or similar reasons, the 
works of Frederick the Great displease, though as a sove-
reign he held the King of Prussia "far superior to the ordin-
ary run of Kings". 
The four great English poets from Chaucer to the 
eighteenth century were universally admired by Gray. Spenser 
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is held to be one "of superior talents", and Gray 11never sat 
down to compose poetry without reading him for a considerable 
time previously ... Shakespeare is placed "high above all poets 
of all countries and all ages". Gray lauds Shakespeare for 
the justness of his historical portrayals, the beauty of his 
language, his introduction of "pure poetry" into the drama 
and the versimilitude of his supernatural characters. Though 
not blind to Shakespeare's faults, he censors those who un-
duly disparage him. The musical quality of Milton's verse 
particularly pleased Gray. He imitated and never ceased to 
mention it to his friends. To him Milton was "the best ex-
ample of an exquisite ear that I can produce". Dryden had 
"an admirable ear", and here, too, Gray acknowledged his 
debt to "that Great Poet". Moreover, he praises Dryden for 
his inventiveness in diction, and believes that since his 
death no poet has been his equal. 
On eighteenth poets Gray has left, relatively speak-
ing, a great quantity of criticism. Here, as usual, his 
sympathies are with the Romanticists. In 1747 he believed 
that literature was "drawing apace to dissolutionu, but with 
the arrival of the "ossianic Fragments", in 1760 a more opti-
mistic view becomes evident. One of his most valuable letters 
is on Dodsley's "Collection of Poems by Several Hands" pub-
lished in 1748. Here we read of his low regard tor Tickell 
------ -
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and Addison, his high regard to Shenstone's "The Schoolmis-
tress", his great admiration for Dyer and many other interest-
ing and judicious comments. 
His letters reveal his approval of Whitehead and 
Thomson, while Parnell and Swift are less to his liking. Pope 
is considered "the finest writer, one of them, we have had". 
He ranks him with Dryden in respect to inventiveness in dict-
ion, and considers his "New Du.nciad" ''as fine as anything he 
has written". His translation of the "Iliad" would never be 
equalled, while his ].e tters "were not good letters, but better 
things". 
On Collins Gray has left an inexplicable bit of 
criticism. He accuses him of a "bad Ear", an accusation 
which, in view of the similarit-y of both men's poems seems in- ~ 
excusable. Beattie's "The Minstrel" was greatly admired, and 
Gray advised that author in its composition. The innumerable 
remarks on Mason's works are almost worthless for Gray never 
took "Scroddles" seriously, and furthermore the letters to 
Mason have come down to us in a garbled condition. 
Gray's criticisms on the philosophers, Hume, Boling-
broke and Shaftesbury clearly show his dislike of scepticism 
and deism. Home's nDouglas" seems to have been his favorite 
contemporary English drama, while the same author's "Agis" 
is held in contempt. He admires the characters in Fielding's 
"Joseph Andrews", thinks little of Smollett's "Peregrine 
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Pickle", finds "much good fun" in Sterne t s "Tristram Shandy", 
believes Richardson's "Clarissa" an excellent example of 
"dramatic propriety, and consistency of ch.et"acters", while 
Walpole's "Castle of Otranto" makes him "afraid to go to bed 
o'nights". 
In the Ossianic controversy Gray played an important 
role. He seems to have doubted their authentidity, but never 
came to e. definite conclusion on the point. Their literary 
merit he never doubted: " ••••• from the first to the last he 
was consistent in his sincere admiration of the poems". 
In bulk, the critical works of Gray failed to coin-
cide with his great qualifications. Yet he broke from the 
Augustans both in manner and matter. While he admired the 
ancients his mind was ever open to "other times and other 
ways". His insistence on an historical and scholarly approach 
to criticism did much to establish modern critical methods. 
His view of nature, his high regard for the "Gothicn, his 
sympathy with the budding Romanticism of his own day, placed 
him among the first of the moderns. On the whole, he dis-
played " ••••• a mixture of catholicity with tolerance which 
simply did not exist before his own day." 
0 • 
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CHRONOLOGICAL TABLE 
{Phelps - "Selections from the Poetry and 
Prose of Thomas Gray" - xxxiv) 
1716. Birth, 26 December, Cornhill, London. 
1734. Enters Peterhouse, Cambridge. 
1738. Leaves Cambridge. 
1739 • . Travels on the Continent with Horace Walpole. 
1741. Returns home, 1 September. 
1741. Death of Gray's father, 6 November. 
1742. Death of Richard West, 1 June. 
1742. Writes "Ode on the Spring", "Eton Ode", "Hymn 
to Adversitl"• "Sonnet", and {probably) 
begins the Elegy". 
1742. Settles down at Peterhouse, Cambridge. 
1743. Takes the degree of LL.B at Cambridge. 
1747. Writes "Ode on the Death of a Favourite Cat". 
1748. Writes the "Alliance of Education and 
Government". 
1750. Completes the "Elegy", and writes "A Long Story". 
1751. "Elegy" published. 
1753. Publication of "Six Poems". 
1753. Death of Gray's mother, 11 March. 
1'754. Writes "Progress of Poesy", and begins the "Bard". 
1'756. Removes from Peterhouse to Pembroke Hall. 
1'757. Publication of "Pindaric Odes" 
1'761. Writes the Norse Poems. 
132 
- -=--=-=------ -- ------===--==--'=-==--=-=7==-==-===-==========:=-=--=-=-=-=--=-=--=-=-=-===db--- === 
1764. 
1768. 
1768. 
1769. 
1769. 
1771. 
CHRONOLOGICAL TABLE (contd) 
Writes the Welsh Poems. 
Standard edition of his "Poems" published in 
London and Glasgow. 
Made Professor of Modern History and 
Languages at Cambridge. 
Writes "Ode for Music", which is published 
the same year. 
Writes "Journal in the Lakes". 
Death of Gray, 30 July. 
